
King County’s Formula for a 
Successful Recycling Program:
Collaboration + Communication + Courage = Quality



We Will Achieve Zero Waste of Resources and Enhance 
the Environment through Collaboration and Innovation

“Many hands 
make light 

work” 
– John Heywood

• Employees
• 37 Cities
• Unincorporated Area
• Advisory Committees
• Solid Waste Partners
• Regulators
• Businesses
• Interested Citizens



Collaboration

▪“The action of working with someone to 
produce or create something.”

▪ Is an investment that takes time, money, 
and involves risk.

▪Produces a higher quality and more 
sustainable result

col·lab·o·ra·tion
/kəˌlabəˈrāSH(ə)n/



Responsible Recycling Task Force Provides Advise 
to Region on Short/Long Term Recycling Strategies

Taskforce meets monthly to collaborate on recommendations presented to 
the Advisory Committees and policy makers for consideration and action. 

Short Term

• Unifying the 
Conversation

• Impact evaluation

• Recycling 
Surcharge/Disposal 
Waivers

Long Term

• Contamination

• Market Vulnerability

• Recycling is not 
Free!

Deliverables

• Recycle Right 
communications 
toolkit (September 
2018)

• Interim report on 
recommendations 
due in December 
2018



Communication

▪www.kingcounty.gov/recycle-right

✓ Key messages

✓ Talking points

✓ Social media content
20%

80%

Most Recycled 
Tonnage Is Not 

Impacted By China’s 
Import Bans!

Mixed Paper/Plastics

Other Recyclables

http://www.kingcounty.gov/recycle-right


Courage

▪Being courageous doesn’t mean we have no fear, but 
rather don’t allow that fear to prevent us from moving 
forward.

“Fear is a reaction, Courage is a 
decision.”  Sir Winston Churchill



Criteria for Removing Materials

▪ Markets – weak, unsustainable, unavailable

▪ Contamination – contaminates other materials  

▪ Environmental impact – lifecycle impacts

▪ MRF capability – can’t be sorted; disrupts sorting

▪ Alternative collection/processing – other options available

▪ Cost - prohibitive

▪ % of total recycling – removal has minimal effect on recycling rate

✓ Review List Annually
✓ Avoid Frequent Changes
✓ Provide Customers with 

Clear Explanations as to 
WHY things change



Our Next First Step… 

▪At one MRF in King County, plastic bags account for 
0.2% of the tonnage and 20% of the labor!

“A journey of a 1,000 miles 
begins with a single step.” Lao Tzu

On October 11, 2018, the Metropolitan Solid
Waste Management Advisory Committee
adopted a policy recommendation to ban
single use bags from the recycle bin.



What About The Money?

▪Markets will vary.

✓Monitor the trends

✓Consider sharing the risks & rewards

▪ Indirect billing and subsidies make it very difficult to understand true costs.

✓Customers need to understand the true “cost of service”.

▪Consider life cycle costs (beyond the initial $).

✓Look beyond the cost/revenue of the material

✓ Most public systems rely on “for profit” enterprises
✓ Customers don’t want to pay for recycling if its going to be buried!



A few final thoughts…

▪Define the problem

▪Select a scope of work that can be completed within 
weeks or months…not years!

▪Commit to measurable change

▪Accept imperfect results

▪Rinse and repeat!



Thank You!

Time for easy questions….


