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Recycling leaders in Georgia have launched an ambitious
effort to pull together data on the impact of materials
recovery in the state. BY ABBY GOLDSMITH

METRICS

O N MY M I N D

I

n 2011, the state of Georgia eliminated the requirement
that local governments report on their activity around
recycling. Although disposal facilities still report total
tons received to the Georgia Environmental Protection
Division, local governments provide to the state no
information about recycling. Private recycling companies,
meanwhile, have never been required to report.
Yet in Georgia and across the nation, measuring the current
and potential volumes of recyclable material available for recovery is
vital to encourage investment in recycling infrastructure. In 2005,
for instance, an effort to quantify the tons and value of recyclables
recovered and available for recovery led the state, local governments
and the private sector to invest in four single-stream recycling hubs,
or transfer points, in locales where infrastructure was lacking.
Georgia recycling advocates recently determined another
recycling data collection effort was in order. Annually reported
information about recycling allows state and local governments
to measure the success of specific policies and programs and to
promote and dedicate resources to those that are most successful. In
addition, data about what is or could be recovered is a powerful tool
to encourage manufacturers that rely on these materials to locate or
expand in Georgia.
With no concrete evidence to the contrary, some recent
regional and national reports have begun to suggest that recycling
and recovery efforts in Georgia are subpar. A presentation by the

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency showed a Georgia statewide
recycling rate of 1 percent, with recovery tonnages equal to onetenth those in other southeastern states including Kentucky, North
Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee.
How could this be? Georgia, after all, is purported to be home
to more end users of recovered materials than any other state in the
country except California. In Georgia, 15 paper mills consume a
significant amount of recovered fiber as feedstock, and eight of them
use recovered fiber exclusively. Also, the state’s carpet manufacturers
are believed to consume one-third of the plastic beverage containers
recovered in North America.

Strength in numbers

The Georgia Recycling Coalition (GRC), which keeps its finger on
the pulse of recycling entities across Georgia, knew that the EPA
statistics did not accurately depict reality. With grant funds from
the Coca-Cola Foundation and technical assistance from A Goldsmith Resources LLC, an Atlanta-based consulting firm focusing
on recycling and solid waste management, GRC embarked on a
campaign to gather the data to prove the strength of the recycling
industry in Georgia.
To determine how best to gather this information on a voluntary basis, GRC convened a meeting of recycling firms and groups
in the state, including local governments, processors and end users.
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The input received at this meeting, held in
March 2014 in conjunction with EPA Region 4 and Re-TRAC Connect, led to three
guiding principles for what was dubbed the
“Measure Georgia” campaign.
1. Gather data from all types of participants in the recycling industry.
Over half of the materials recycled in
Georgia may never go through a local
government collection program or a processing facility. Some manufacturers, in fact,
have reported that up to 90 percent of the
recovered material they receive as feedstock
comes directly from generators. Thus, data
collected from local governments alone may
provide a very limited picture of recycling in
Georgia.
To address this concern, the Measure
Georgia campaign gathers data separately from three types of participants in the
recycling process: local governments, many
of which collect data on tons of recyclables
collected; processing facilities; and end users
of recovered material. Because the same
material may be handled by more than
one of these stakeholders, the campaign
collects tonnage data from each separately
using tailored surveys built into Re-TRAC
Connect, an online waste diversion tracking
and data management system used by many
local governments and private companies in
North America.
Local governments report program
information annually and track tonnage
quarterly in the campaign’s Local Government Reporting Program. This initiative
is similar to the program that local governments in Georgia previously used when
they reported to the state, although the new
local government survey is much shorter
and more streamlined to encourage voluntary participation. Processing facilities,
meanwhile, report tonnages entering their
facilities into the MRF Reporting Program.
In stakeholder meetings, processors emphasized they would be more willing to report
incoming tons than tons sent to market.
Thus, an aggregate residue rate is calculated
for each type of processing facility based
on information reported into the program,
and this residue rate is applied to incoming
tonnage totals at all facilities to estimate the
tons sent to market.
Finally, manufacturers who use recovered materials as feedstock report tonnage
quarterly into a third program, the End
User Reporting Program. For existing ReTRAC Connect users, all of the programs
can be joined from the Programs area in
Re-TRAC Connect.
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2. Since participation
is voluntary, make it
attractive to participate.
Participation in the
Measure Georgia effort is
not required by statute or contract, so the
campaign goes to great
lengths to encourage
participation. One of the
greatest barriers to gathering tonnage data from
private recycling companies is concern about
confidentiality. Because
data is reported and managed through an online
tool managed by a third
party, rather than hosted
on government servers, it
is easier to limit access to
The Measure Georgia data collection campaign was
individual facility data.
GRC assures participants launched in 2014 to better quantify the state’s recycling
activity and its economic impact.
that individual reports
will not be publicly available and that data will
the products that they manufacture can be
only be presented in aggregate.
purchased. This information is being inThe data-gathering campaign also
corporated into the Made in Georgia maps
uses testimonials to encourage particiso that users will see which companies use
pation. GRC asked early participants to
recovered material in their manufacturing
provide quotes (see text box on page 39
processes as well as where those items are
for an example) about why they chose to
on sale.
participate, and these quotes have been
used on promotional material to recruit
those individuals’ peers. In addition, early
participants were asked to “challenge” a
The campaign’s Local Government Reportpeer from another organization – the pering Program went live Nov. 1, 2014, and
son challenged was then sent the challenge
in the first 100 days, 30 local governments
electronically with a link to the campaign
(representing over 40 percent of the state’s
materials. Finally, the names of all participopulation) have pledged and begun to enpants that want to be identified (including
ter data about their programs and tonnages
all local governments and some private
collected. The MRF Reporting Program
companies) are listed in GRC publications
and the End User Reporting Program went
and are projected at conferences and in
live two weeks later. Dozens of processors/
other public forums.
MRFs and end users/manufacturers in the
state have pledged to participate and begun
3. Dovetail Measure Georgia with
to enter information.
other initiatives
Preliminary results confirm that GeorThe campaign is part of a bigger initiative
gia recycling activity goes far beyond that atto promote the economic contribution
tributable to local governments, the only enof recycling in Georgia. As part of the
tities that have historically been accounted
corresponding “Made in Georgia (from
for in this realm. The first three end users
Recycled Materials)” initiative, the GRC,
that participated in the campaign reportedly
the Georgia Department of Economic Deaccepted five times more recovered material
velopment and the Georgia Environmental than all the reporting local governments
Protection Division have created an online
combined. Each of these end users indicatmap of processors and end users of recoved that they received much of their material
ered materials (along with other members
directly from generators. These end users
of the solid waste infrastructure). Measure
report that together they employ thousands
Georgia’s End User Reporting Program
of Georgians to convert recovered materials
allows end users to indicate how and where to new products.

Results to date

Next
steps

For the next
several months,
the main focus
of the campaign
will be corralling program
information
and quarterly
tonnages from
the majority
of Georgia’s
largest end users
and material
processors. The
GRC has been
working to
address the concerns of private
companies to
elicit participation, and by The Made in Georgia initiative helps inform residents which products
the end of June and manufacturers leverage locally recovered materials.
2015, Measure
contributes to Georgia’s economy and what
Georgia administrators anticipate having
sufficient information to provide more com- certain policies or programs could do to
prehensive numbers regarding tons recycled enhance this contribution. To do this,
project leaders will match business-specific
and recycling rates. These figures can then
economic factors from recent regional and
be reflected in state, regional and national
national studies – such as the number of jobs
reports.
created for every ton of material processed at
It’s also important to note the main
a single-stream processing facility – with the
purpose of Measure Georgia is demontonnages reported into Measure Georgia.
strating how much the recycling industry

GRC, the Georgia Department of
Economic Development and the Georgia
Environmental Protection Division will
then be able to use these powerful statistics
to help support and expand the state’s recycling infrastructure.
Abby Goldsmith, principal at A Goldsmith
Resources LLC, has advised state and local
governments on sustainable approaches to
recovering resources from solid waste for
the past 25 years. She can be contacted at
abby@agoldsmithresources.com.
Reprinted with permission from Resource
Recycling, P.O. Box 42270, Portland, OR
97242-0270; (503) 233-1305, (503) 2331356 (fax); www.resource-recycling.com.

“In today’s world, businesses are
concerned with issues like zero waste
and sustainability. Having the tools to
quantify our recycling efforts will help
us attract new industries to Georgia
and possibly our local communities.
We are proud to be part of this effort
and look forward to seeing how we
‘measure up.’”
Michael Snipes, solid waste director,
Laurens County Solid Waste
Management Authority
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