Commission Comments – Single and Dual Stream Recycling – 10/19/2020
Thank you for the invitation and opportunity to provide comments to the Statewide Commission on Recycling Markets and Curbside Recycling. Following the ongoing series of meetings, at year end, the Commissioners will release policy recommendations, and identify recyclable and compostable products regularly collected in curbside recycling programs. 
The following comments are on behalf of the Northern California Recycling Association (NCRA). We are a non-profit organization founded in 1978, primarily to promote environmentally sound discards management practices, including waste reduction, reuse, recycling, and composting.  Our 350 members include recycling businesses, employees, entrepreneurs, and individuals supportive of various Bay Area and State Zero Waste initiatives. 

These comments herein are substantially the same as those that had been submitted on 10/02/20 to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency towards achieving “A stronger, more resilient U.S. recycling system, a critical component in reducing the environmental impacts of materials across their lifecycle.” Their program description of “U.S. National Recycling Goals” is available at: https://www.epa.gov/americarecycles/us-national-recycling-goals. 

It is timely that we have been having ongoing discussions of matters pertaining to curbside recycling services, with greater attention to services within and near the San Francisco Bay Area. It is here where there happens to be a higher incidence of curbside recycling programs, providing dual stream recycling. Jurisdictions utilizing split carts include the following: Berkeley Ecology Center, Marin Sanitary, Milpitas Sanitation, Mountain View SmaRT, Sonoma County Resource Recovery, South San Francisco Scavenger, Windsor, and Davis Recology. One other using alternating weeks is Mill Valley Refuse.
Our attention had been accentuated with the examination of the “2020 State of Curbside Recycling Report”, released 2/13/20, which assesses curbside recycling in the entire U.S. The Recycling Partnership had utilized input from over a hundred entities. Within the 74 pages, including 9 pages of Appendix, all discussions and examples are understood to be for single stream recycling. Nothing had been found on cities and municipalities utilizing dual or multi stream recycling. The only mention was in their Glossary of Terms definition of Single Stream, “which varies from “dual-stream” or “multi-stream” collection, which aggregates fiber, such as newspaper and cardboard, and bottles, cans, and other containers in two or more receptacles”.

There also is an affiliated 19-page “2019 West Coast Contamination Initiative Report”, released April 2020. It is an examination of curbside recycling in California, Oregon and Washington, with particular attention to contamination in carts. On Page 5 is an info-graphic illustrating that in CA cities, that among 175 utilizing carts (including 2 bins), there are 158 for Single Stream, 10 Mixed Waste, and 7 Dual Stream. In OR and WA combined, among 35 with carts, 19 are Single Stream, 14 are Single Stream with tub for glass on Side, and 2 are Dual Stream. There is no mention of comparisons of contamination rates, or residue, or anything more pertaining to dual stream. The study found that in most West Coast cities, private haulers collect single-stream recyclables in carts, and most residents are automatically enrolled in recycling services.”  
An examination and search of “dual stream” among the CalRecycle Web pages, as well as those of the EPA, likewise has revealed similar observations. The absence of or scant reporting on examples of dual stream recycling within California and the U.S. could perhaps reflect on the scarcity of such, or perhaps relegated or dismissed as an anomaly. However abroad, including most European countries, dual and multi stream have become mainstream. There are small regional areas within the U.S. which utilize dual stream, and even instances of a resurgence. These are among the reasons why we urge the Statewide Commission to consider dual stream as a viable option among the stated strategies for a stronger, more resilient U.S. recycling system.

It had been stated within their program objectives, that the EPA's National Recycling Strategy strives to identify metrics within four specified categories: assessing recycling performance, reducing contamination, increasing materials processing efficiency, and strengthening recycled materials markets. Within each broad category, at least several essential and relevant metrics had been cited.

If there exists a parallel or similar undertaking with the Statewide Commission, then it is our first recommendation to conduct appropriate research, to compile and aggregate those metrics that currently exist among municipalities, that currently utilize and provide dual stream recycling services for their residents. Such a study may be augmented by, or even preempted if there is found to be a collective body of sufficient existing recent and relevant metrics on dual stream. Of particular interest should be a characterization of contamination metrics: found in curbside, MRF in-bound, MRF out-bound, and the residuals sent to landfill or combustion facilities.

It should be warranted and worthwhile to further differentiate among those entities that have a relatively long history of dual stream, from those which have converted from single stream in recent years. What would be the various factors and variables that had justified their conversion from single to dual stream, or vice versa? What have been the differences in their before and after metrics? For neighboring cities with similar demographics, how do their metrics compare? 
A second recommendation, if at all feasible, would be the creation of a “Curbside Recycling Systems Selection Advisory”, or such, which among other things, would include a decision tree. The primary intent would be for municipalities that are contemplating the initiation or discontinuance of curbside recycling, or a conversion from single to dual, or dual to single stream recycling. The creation of such a guide would need to be founded on a merger of proven formulas, best practices, and reasonable forecast assumptions, to allow for the arrival cost-benefit trade-offs of desired options, and timing for implementation or transitioning.

It is not within the scope of this “Comment” to delve into a significant treaty on the pros and cons of dual stream and single stream recycling systems. There is no existence of a single-size-fits-all adaptation for either modality in every setting. Many factors and variables have different weights and relevance. 
There is an abundance of literature in support of single stream recycling, adopted nearly universally throughout America. Perhaps the greatest impediment for transitioning from single to dual stream is cost. Millions already have been spent on trucks, carts, and MRFs designed for single stream. The time it  takes to amortize or pay off equipment, is typically ten years, the same length as the franchise agreement, with perhaps an opportunity to switch to dual stream limited to the end of the agreement. Another could be a higher inefficiency cost of the collection, whenever only one of the truck's compartment fills up, necessitating an earlier return to the MRF to unload, particularly if far away. There are sorted other strategies for combating higher contamination rates typical with single stream systems, including better education, route audits and monitoring, imposing fines, providing incentives, and so forth. 

In the interest of striving for balance, what follows is more so a bibliography of articles with a slant or favor towards dual stream. Most espouse the lower contamination and longer term economic benefits of dual stream recycling.

“Assessment of Separate Collection Schemes in the 28 Capitals of the EU” , https://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/studies/pdf/Separate%20collection_Final%20Report.pdf 
This is a 161-page pdf Report, which summarizes varied recycling collection methods among each capital city of 28 nations. Benefits of Source Separation (Dual Stream) include less contamination allowing greater yields, increased revenue from sale of materials; lower capital, lower collection and processing costs, and more local jobs. Disadvantages of Co-mingled Collection (Single Stream) include greater costs and waste, with reduced quality and marketability.
Dual Stream vs. Single Stream Recycling, https://ilsr.org/dual-stream-vs-single-stream-recycling/
This is an article with detailed quantitative cost benefit trade-offs with references and examples, which favor dual stream. It concludes with its own Appendix A, Dual Stream Annotated Bibliography.
“The Wrong - and - Right Way to Recycle”, https://www.governing.com/gov-institute/voices/col-dual-stream-recycling.html 

This article provides a quantitative comparison of single versus dual stream recycling metrics. It 

argues that “Single-stream systems have produced stagnating collection rates and soaring costs... it's clear that U.S. cities need to get ready for the new wave of recycling. Dual- and multi-stream systems are the future of successful programs. Let's not make another big investment mistake.” 
“Taking Sides Single v Dual Stream”, https://www.recyclingtoday.com/article/wasteexpo-2019-dual-stream-vs-single-stream/ 
This article pits two advocates for Dual Stream versus one defending Single Stream at the Waste Expo in 2019. “Increased education likely contributes to reduced contamination when programs transition from single- to dual-stream collection.”
“Era of Easy Recycling Coming to End”, https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/the-era-of-easy-recycling-may-be-coming-to-an-end/
This article makes the point that apart from the convenience, “single-stream systems also cost more to operate, because of the increased expenses associated with sorting and the lowered value of contaminated recyclables when it comes time to sell.”

“Single Stream Studies Prove Major Flaws”  https://vangelinc.com/single-stream-recycling-case-studies-prove-major-flaws/
This is by a recycling company which states that “Compared to other countries in Europe, the United States seems to be behind in the recycling game. Single stream recycling is mostly non-existent in the European Union countries and will not be adopted in the future.”
Can Recycling Bounce Back?, https://recyclingpartnership.org/can-recycling-bounce-back/ 
“Times have been hard for U.S. recycling since China tightened its contamination standards, and local programs are trying to adjust.” The article discusses systemic approaches that local programs may consider to reduce contamination, with some communities switching back to dual stream.
Change to Single-Stream Recycling Hasn't Paid Off,  https://www.ecori.org/composting/2019/12/11/recycling-up-again-time-in-rhode-island 
The technology upgrades to the Rhode Island MRF... have not shown a big increase in the overall recycling rate. “Despite the convenience and cost-savings of a single collection bin and automated pickup, mixing of paper, plastic, and glass increases contamination to as much as 15 percent, turning perfectly good recyclable items into trash.”
Single-Stream vs. Dual-Stream Recycling and Rising Purity Standards Abroad, https://bergmill.com/products/recycled-paper-products/ 

This supply company cites higher foreign market requirements, and offers a return to dual stream only as one viable answer.
Single Stream Recycling, http://www.container-recycling.org/index.php/issues/single-stream-recycling 

This article describes single, dual and hybrid collection systems, provides economic comparisons, and summarizes that increased processing costs and lost revenues with single stream does not show the cost advantage that was originally anticipated.
 California governor signs law encouraging dual-stream recycling, https://www.wastedive.com/news/california-newsom-dual-stream-recycling-ab815/562609/. 
California law AB 815 (Aguiar-Curry) Dual Stream Recycling Programs aims to reduce contamination through greater source separation in curbside recycling programs to improve material marketability, with no intended punitive measures against municipalities that do not transition to dual stream...  Lake Worth, Florida, was among the first U.S. communities to announce a transition back to dual stream curbside recycling. Brookhaven, New York, soon followed. Other examples have been reported in Missouri and New Jersey. California's own Mill Valley Refuse Service, which conducted a dual-stream recycling pilot program, is another. 
Curbside fiber recycling begins this week in Wentzville,
 https://www.stltoday.com/suburban-journals/stcharles/curbside-fiber-recycling-begins-this-week-in-wentzville/article_19635897-3382-5cdd-8fea-a207ed54b8a3.html 
Wentzville first launched dual-stream collection in December 2018... Residents have followed the new guidelines for the rigids only carts extremely well, resulting in a 100 percent clean rate curbside, and not one load has been rejected due to contamination to date. Other St. Louis marketplace communities that have converted to dual-stream recycling include Fenton, Lake Saint Louis, Moscow Mills, Parkway, Troy, Warrenton, Wildwood and Wright City.
Montville NJ Reverts to Dual-Stream Recycling
 https://www.tapinto.net/towns/montville/sections/green/articles/montville-reverts-to-dual-stream-recycling
The reason cited... was that the company’s China recycling buyers did not want what he termed contaminated recycling, such as paper with liquid on it, and were charging the company a premium as a result.
Additional articles and reports can be provided, which also are accessible via online searches.
Thank you for considering these comments. For any inquires, please feel free to contact the Northern California Recycling Association via the following: PO Box 5581, Berkeley, CA  94705, Phone 510-217-2433, ncra@ncrarecycles.org, www.ncrarecycles.org.  
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