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T he Zero Waste International Alliance offers this 
definition: “Zero waste is a goal that is ethical, 
economical, efficient, and visionary, to guide 
people in changing their lifestyles and practices to 
emulate sustainable natural cycles, where all dis-

carded materials are designed to become resources for others 
to use. Zero Waste means designing and managing products 
and processes to systematically avoid and eliminate the volume 
and toxicity of waste and materials, conserve and recover all 
resources, and not burn or bury them. Implementing Zero 
Waste will eliminate all discharges to land, water, or air that are 
a threat to planetary, human, animal, or plant health.”

In the summer of 2014, MSW 
Management magazine published an 
article titled, “Counting Down to 
Zero.” The idea was to go to the 
experts in the waste industry and 
see how they define “zero waste” 
and ask: “What is it really? Is it 
achievable? And is it relevant?”

The answers depend on the 
particular solid waste manager 
with whom one speaks, and 
the location of the operation. 
State and local regulations are 
part of the mix, as are regional 
practices. “Zero waste sets a clear 
direction for reducing waste to the 
highest degree possible, consistent with 
the global movement towards zero waste, 
while also encouraging a philosophical shift 
towards considering the elimination of waste in all 
design and planning decisions throughout the organization,” 
says Sharon Howland, waste and recycling manager for the 
town of Cochrane in Alberta, Canada.

Her town can achieve zero waste by focusing on reducing its 
environmental footprint by minimizing the amount of waste 
that must be landfilled through waste reduction, reuse, recy-
cling, redesign, composting, and other actions, she says.

“The Town of Cochrane Zero Waste Framework, in harmony 
with the Cochrane Sustainability Plan, will allow us to achieve 
our zero waste goals through continuous planning and flexible 
and responsive program implementation,” says Howland.

Los Angeles is one region that places itself in the zero waste 
camp, looking to implement it by 2025. In 2006, the Los Ange-
les City Council adopted Recovering Energy, Natural Resources 
and Economic Benefit from Waste for L.A., also known as the 
RENEW LA Plan, which states: “The goal of Zero Waste…is 
to reduce, reuse, recycle, or convert the resources now going to 
disposal so as to achieve an overall diversion level of 90% or 
more by 2025, and to dispose of only inert residual.”
Los Angeles Sanitation’s (LASANs) Solid Waste Integrated 
Resources Plan (SWIRP) is the city’s roadmap to implement-
ing zero waste by 2025.

Michael Grappe, executive director of the 
Saline County Regional Solid Waste 

Management in Benton, AR, says 
for his district that zero waste 

means “nothing goes into the 
landfill; everything is reused 
or recycled.

“We also believe that we 
should not waste our 
energy resources but con-
serve them through edu-
cational programs, thus 
achieving zero waste in 

energy,” he adds. “The same 
is true about our natural 

resources.”

Billeye Rabbe, director of Prairi-
eland Solid Waste Management in 

Minnesota, which operates under a joint 
powers agreement with Faribault and Martin 

counties, says, “Zero waste, to me, means we try to look 
at another way of utilizing the waste in the counties, making it 
easy for people to get rid of what they don’t want and trying 
to think through the process of how can it be best recycled or 
reutilized in the world today.”

At her operation, the focus is on refuse-derived fuel (RDF), 
which is shipped to Xcel Energy’s facility in Mancato, MN, to 
create electricity.

There are other solid waste managers who regard zero waste 
from another point of view.
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Jeff Schneider, deputy director of public works for the city of 
Red Wing, MN, says he views zero waste as “an idealized goal 
that is not realistically achievable at this point in time.

“The people who have this goal have this idyllic sense that 
processes can be changed and products can be recovered from 
the waste 100%,” he adds. “It’s a great dream, and I think 
people should have dreams, but I live in reality and I have 
to work and deal with reality. The fact is that some materi-
als don’t have a market for recycling. Some materials have no 
redeemable value.”

Companies that generate materials are not going to willingly 
do product stewardship initiatives across the board, Schneider 
contends, “And sometimes the cost of recycling outweighs the 
good it does,” he says.

John Helmers, director of environmental resources for Olm-
sted County, MN, calls zero waste a “very laudable goal” that 
has yet to be achieved.

“Before we can have a society where we’re not producing 
anything that is of a waste nature and everything is being 
reclaimed in some fashion, we think we have a pretty efficient, 
affordable way of getting to that as close as we can right now 
with our integrated system,” he adds.

Perhaps one of the biggest critics of the term zero waste is Jim 
Warner, chief executive officer at the Lancaster County Solid 
Waste Management Authority in Pennsylvania.

“I know it’s a big term in the industry,” he says. “It’s not part 
of the vernacular or part of the goals here. As an operating 
waste authority, we try to achieve what our mission is, and 
that’s to recycle what we can and to minimize our use of the 
landfill.”

LCSWMA has an aggressive household hazardous waste pro-
gram and uses waste energy, diverting 98% of waste from 
the landfill. “We focus on results,” says Warner. “We don’t get 
hung up on terms.”

And there are some solid waste managers who question the 
very definition of zero waste. Among them: Marc Bruner, 
chief administrative officer of the Solid Waste Authority of 
Palm Beach County in Florida.

“Zero waste is an interesting subject because as you read 

about it and hear about it, it seems like there are different 
interpretations,” says Bruner. “I don’t know that there is one 
consensus in south Florida as to what zero waste means, but 
I’ve seen it mean a whole spectrum—all the way from the col-
lection side to what is it that goes in the landfill.

“I have heard some members of the environmental commu-
nity describe zero waste in the context of zero waste genera-
tion, that people are no longer throwing things away that go 
for disposal. I’ve heard it as zero waste going into a landfill. 
I’ve also heard it described in the context of zero waste going 
into a landfill that hasn’t been processed or had value recov-
ered from it.”

Bruner also has heard zero waste described as recovered mate-
rials taken from a landfill and combusted.

South of Palm Beach County is Miami-Dade County, where 
Paul Mauriello serves as assistant director for waste operations 
and attended the first zero waste conference in Los Angeles 
several years ago.

“It was a hot topic,” recalls Mauriello. “What is it? Is it all 
possible? One of the things that is of most concern to us is 
that we own and have a long-term contract operator for our 
waste-to-energy plant. That’s the hub of our disposal system 
here for the county.

“We’re going to be doing waste energy for an extended period 
of time. The question was: Does that qualify? Some people 
said, ‘Of course it does. And some people adamantly said, no, 
that has no place in zero waste. I don’t know that that issue 
has ever been resolved.”

Mauriello agrees with his peers that there is a problem defin-
ing zero waste.

“Does it mean everything is divertible? Everything can be 
taken and made into something useful or repurposed some-
how? Some of the problem we see with that is that once things 
get combined together, it’s very difficult to get them back 
apart again,” he says. “Unless you’re going to source separate 
materials in a very rigid way, it’s going to be very difficult to 
get to zero.”

But for those involved in Miami-Dade’s operation, “Zero 
waste is at the center of what we do,” notes Mauriello. “In all 
likelihood, we’ll continue to do that for the foreseeable future. 
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We’ve embarked recently on a master plan project to look at 
what the next 50 years holds for waste management here. That 
option of energy recovery may or may not be in the long-term 
mix, but it’s something we’re still interested in.”

As far back as nearly a dozen years ago, there were doubts 
about the feasibility of actually achieving zero waste. Richard 
Mauck is a former president of the Solid Waste Association of 
North America (SWANA) International, as well as a long-time 
public administrator and consultant. Mauck seemed to place 
the chances of achieving zero waste at zero.

In an article for the March/April 2003 issue of MSW Manage-
ment, Mauck said that changes in the solid waste field, as in 
other areas of our modern industrial society, are driven by 
economics and politics, neither of which is currently sup-
portive of a zero-waste concept. Today's modern economies 
are based on manufacturing, production, consumption, and 
service that depend on the use of raw materials, the formation 
of waste materials, and products with short life spans. If zero 
waste is to be achieved, it must be included as a goal at all 
steps in the process, especially the first.

Economics drives the choice and manner in which raw mate-
rials are extracted and utilized and/or the use of recycled 
materials. Economics also dictates the reuse or discard of pro-
duction, postproduction, and postconsumer waste materials. 
Economic support for zero waste can only be realized when 
the cost of raw materials and waste disposal greatly exceed 
the cost to retool and use recycled materials. This economic 
condition does not currently exist as the general supply of raw 
materials is perceived as reasonably unlimited, qualities and 
quantities of recycled materials are limited, and landfilling is 
the lowest-cost permitted waste disposal option.

The current progress toward zero waste has only been 
achieved through political mandates, new regulations, and 
taxation, which have increased landfill tipping fees, waste 
disposal costs, and percentages of recycled product procure-
ment requirements. These changes created new economic 
conditions favoring the use of more recycled materials. 
Without further political influence, the economic conditions 
will reach equilibrium, and progress toward zero waste will 
go no further.

How far can product procurement requirements go on the 
road to zero waste? The problem is that many of the current 
manufactured products have physical limits to the possible 

amount of postconsumption recycled-content material that 
can be used. Ultimately, products that can be completely con-
sumed or that consist of essentially 100% recycled content 
will be required to achieve zero waste. Again, the motivation 
for change will be political mandates, new regulations, and 
taxation (in the form of advance disposal fees), which will 
increase the postconsumer recycled content; change produc-
tion, manufacturing, and packaging processes; and potentially 
eliminate the product. The economic impact and resistance 
to change in this area might be insurmountable in terms of 
political resistance from raw materials producers, manufactur-
ers, and the associated business community and consumer 
resistance to increased costs, quality changes, inconvenience, 
and loss of products.

With some current raw-material suppliers and manufactur-
ers determined to keep the status quo, resist change, control 
the marketplace, manipulate consumer demand, and possess 
capital funds to ensure things stay this way, can change occur? 
Do the consumers have the will to demand and resist, in a 
united front, undesirable products and packaging? The issues 
are challenging ones.

Could our nation and the world develop the political will 
to change from our current petroleum-based economy to a 
renewable resource–based one? Only when petroleum reserves 
become scarce and economics favors renewable resources will 
zero waste truly be achievable. Perhaps then it will be said that 
garbage and solid wastes are relics of the past.

After questioning whether zero waste is achievable, there are 
the questions of practicality. Who shoulders the responsibility 
of converting the world to lead lives of zero waste? Is this a 
waste management challenge? Or is it a matter of public pol-
icy? Those questions were asked as recently as the June 2011 
issue of MSW Management.

In that article, is reported that SWANA is the organization 
that represents the mainstream of the public solid waste 
professionals in this country and abroad. It promotes pro-
fessional management practices in the field of solid waste, 
and there is still a long way to go in this endeavor. As far as 
zero waste was concerned, SWANA has offered sustainable 
and zero waste sessions at its numerous conferences, but has 
never organized a sizable gathering on this topic until Febru-
ary 2011. SWANA devoted a full conference to the concept of 
zero waste at its “Thinking Outside the Blue Box: the Road to 
Zero Waste” in L.A.
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Indeed, there are many issues to be worked out between the 
zero waste movement and the mainstream in the waste industry 
profession. But there is no doubt that many of SWANA’s mem-
bers are increasingly going to have to consider the ramifications 
of zero waste in their planning and management strategies. 
Where, for instance, do conversion technologies fit in zero 
waste management strategies? What are the financial ramifica-
tions to a solid waste system with diminished waste? Will local 
governments be able to implement zero waste programs using 
20th century bureaucratic models, or will they have to develop 
something new? Will the zero waste movement continue to 
evolve and expand, or will it alienate potential supporters, 
shrink, and become a subset to some other ruling paradigm? 
There is even the topic never to be mentioned—the Voldemort 
element inevitable to any competing organizational move-
ment—which group, zero waste or SWANA, will gain hege-
mony over the professional corps of public solid waste servants?
In his public presentations, Eric Lombardi—who has been 
one of the handful of people at the heart of the zero waste 
movement for the past 20 years, and in 2011 was the direc-
tor of Boulder, CO’s Eco-Cycle Inc.: a nonprofit plus 10 (the 
amount of profit) organization that had 60 employees pro-
cessing 57,000 tons a year through its materials recovery facil-
ity—makes a point to say that zero waste is “an intense, high-
quality, all-encompassing policy for dealing with social issues 
and not an integrated solid waste management strategy.” 

There is a moral imperative among zero wasters that separates 
them from mainstream solid waste professionals. The main-
stream primarily focuses on the delivery of solid waste ser-
vices, whereas the zero waste proponents desire to transform 
cultures by moving them from consumerism to sustainability.

Many people make the mistake of describing the zero 
waste movement as simply recycling in a new suit when, 
at its heart, it is about the totality of the world’s resources 
and their allocation. We are at a critical time, they believe, 
because the world cannot sustain humanity’s sheer numbers 
and consumption. Richard Anthony, along with Lombardi, 
has helped to spearhead the national strategy for zero waste 
and states this in a more personal manner: “We don’t want 
to apologize for polluting water, air and/or wasting resources 
for our children.” 

In 2008, the Global Footprint Network announced its belief 
that human consumption of resources as calculated through 
their studies of resource consumption in 201 countries that 
humans are consuming a third more of the earth’s capacity 

than the planet is capable of sustaining. We, in other words, 
are running a resource deficit that cannot be sustained. It 
would be, however, a mistake to believe that the folks at 
SWANA do not believe that they, too, are helping to move 
toward sustainability, but it is also true that they are primar-
ily focused on end-use services, which is a critical difference 
between the two camps.

Perhaps there is no place better to find more heat than light 
between these two camps than on the topic of waste to energy 
(WTE). In nearly every description of zero waste in this coun-
try, one will find that zero waste prohibits incineration even if 
it were to create energy. The definition of zero waste created 
by the Zero Waste International Alliance ( www.zwia.org ) 
states the following: 

Zero waste is a goal that is ethical, economical, efficient, 
and visionary, to guide people in changing their lifestyles 
and practices to emulate sustainable natural cycles, where 
all discarded materials are designed to become resources for 
others to use.

 Zero waste means designing and managing products and 
processes to systematically avoid and eliminate the volume 
and toxicity of waste and materials, conserve and recover all 
resources, and not burn or bury them.

Implementing zero waste will eliminate all discharges to 
land, water, or air that are a threat to planetary, human, 
animal, or plant health.

Many of the zero wasters are technologically suspicious and 
remember watching reports of large corporations dumping 
toxics illegally into the environment. The first generation of 
WTE facilities did have their problems, proponents of WTE 
facilities argue, but the ones operating now are safe. Much of 
the science seems to support this.

The burning of resources one time to produce energy falls 
short of the higher goal of zero waste, which is to “conserve 
and recover all resources.” Proponents of WTE facilities point 
out several things. WTE and recycling are compatible. Juris-
dictions that operate WTE facilities in this country, on the 
whole, recycle more than communities that do not. Studies 
performed by Jonathan Kiser in the 1990s and by Eileen Bere-
nyi in 2009 support a consistent fact that jurisdictions with 
WTE “have an aggregate recycling rate at least five percentage 
points above the national average.”
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One director of applied research at SWANA says, “WTE 
reduces greenhouse gas [emissions] significantly by avoid-
ing the combustion of fossil fuels, recycling additional metals 
not targeted in curbside programs, and avoiding landfill gas 
emissions.” Many of the people who oppose WTE are, in fact, 
proponents of other conversion technologies, such as com-
posting, anaerobic digestion, and gasification.

Rick Brandes, a former United States Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (USEPA) official, who then became a consultant, 
laments that the US expends “energy to create commodities, 
and then throws over 60% of it into a landfill” each year. The 
US, he says, is “very far away from a zero waste system” and 
“landfills the most MSW in the world…despite the conserva-
tion and waste elimination goals of the Resource Conserva-
tion and Recovery Act” (RCRA) of 1976. Considering the 
sheer volume of our nation’s trash, Brandes suggests that we 
should give more emphasis to diverting this volume away 
from the landfills to something that “provides a significant 
and positive carbon savings; provides partially renewable 
energy that can qualify for state renewable standards portfo-
lios…without the need for extensive new transmission lines, 
more quickly reduces landfilling to the lowest possible level 
and extends the lives of existing landfills by 80% to 90%, and 
replaces energy from fossil fuels thereby contributes to the 
reduction of environmental impacts from mining.”

Looking at how the others in the international community 
of waste are doing with the intention of keeping as much out 
of the landfill as possible, Brandes turned to Columbia Uni-
versity’s Earth Engineering Center’s “Sustainable Waste Man-
agement Ladder,” which ranks countries waste management 
system by the amount that is landfilled. Climbing the ladder, 
Brandes says, one sees that the countries that landfill the least 
have done so by a combination of recycling and WTE.

Another argument falls in line with many non-zero wast-
ers, but with a twist. Lombardi says WTEs are “extremely 
expensive…and are built large in an attempt to lower their 
operating costs and generate large revenues to pay back the 
big investment made to build them.” This line of reasoning 
suggests that WTEs must be fed larger and larger amounts of 
waste to sustain their costly habit. They are, in other words, 
waste strategies that are “too big to fail.”

Lombardi’s questioning of the financial concerns of WTEs 
is certainly not a complaint limited to those within the zero 
waste movement. Many members of SWANA can be heard 

questioning the financial feasibility of WTE given competing 
inexpensive landfill costs in the US. A capital intensive and 
financially leveraged WTE must certainly maintain a level of 
trash to burn so as to pay the bills. Yet, there are examples of 
solid waste systems using WTE to generate electricity while 
improving both their financial outlook and diversion numbers.

In Oregon, Marion County’s Environmental Services is one 
such solid waste jurisdiction using a WTE, and it has the 
highest diversion rate (57%) in the state of Oregon—a state 
that prides itself on counting real tons and not abstractions 
based on assumptions calculated with a three-dimensional 
abacus plus bonus points. The county’s long-term objective 
has been to develop a solid waste “system that is environ-
mentally sound, technologically feasible, cost-effective, locally 
controlled, and publicly acceptable—and that provides for an 
overall reduction in long-term per capita waste generation 
and toxicity.” 

The county built its WTE facility in 1986 and has sent approx-
imately 185,000 of its annual 500,000 tons of waste generated 
to the WTE to be converted to electricity and sold. “When we 
built the facility,” says Bill Worcester, director of solid waste 
for the county, “it did drive up the tipping fee from virtu-
ally nothing, to $67 per ton, but the facility’s debt was paid 
off in October 2008; the tipping fee did not increase since we 
opened the WTE; competing landfills in the area now have 
similar tip fees; and our facility is paid for.” 

The Marion County WTE did not become a smoking Levia-
than, demanding to be fed ever more trash, sucking the life 
force from progressive programs; but, rather, a consistent 
consumer of set tons generating electricity and revenue while 
progressive recycling and other diversion tactics in the county 
grew between 1986 to present, becoming the recycling flag 
ship of the state. The county believes it is “working along the 
path toward zero waste and searching new ways to continue 
to push that diversion percentage up,” says Worcester. Both 
strategies, WTE and zero waste, have the same common 
enemy: low landfill disposal costs. Cheap landfills diminish 
the chances of initiating progressive activities. Marion County 
bit the political and financial bullet when it built the WTE 
and dramatically raised the tipping fees. Zero waste programs 
compete with landfill tip fees, which are the same obstacle to 
making a WTE financially feasible. 

This competition with cheap disposal rates, Lombardi says, is 
a failure of the market to adequately account for the full cost 
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of our discarding habits. Lombardi believes this is “dishon-
est economics”, because it does not take into full account the 
long-term costs of emissions, greenhouse gases, and “ecosys-
tem destruction from virgin resource extraction, compared to 
using recycled feedstock.” Since the market has failed, Lom-
bardi believes, the pricing of these services must be a social 
issue, because we need to look after what is best for society in 
the long run. This appears to be the same reasoning reached 
by the leaders in Marion County back in 1986 when they 
decided to build a WTE facility.

Will the zero waste camp and SWANA come to an agreement 
on the concept of WTE? They will not if both sides continue 
to see the other as monolithic in their positions. In the United 
Kingdom (UK), there are two zero waste organizations that 
are separated on exactly this issue. One is led by Mal Williams, 
who is a founding member of the Zero Waste International 
Alliance Planning Group and has worked with Lombardi and 
Anthony to promote zero waste ideals. Williams says, “…
It is fair to say that [the zero waste movement in the UK] 
consisted of two distinct camps—one leading on anti-incin-
eration and one rejecting that stance…[with] many people 
attending both camps.” 

Williams supports the notion that thermal conversion tech-
nologies are viable strategies to achieve zero waste. Ralph 
Ryder, however—whose personal history includes seeing 
workers physically debilitated in 1974 from plumes emitted 
by a hazardous waste incinerator and being appalled by the 
lack of response by regulators and politicians to these prob-
lems—is the director of the Zero Waste Alliance in the UK 
and opposes WTE.

Just as in the UK, it seems reasonable to suspect that not all 
members of SWANA believe WTE is a viable strategy, and 
also probable that zero wasters are not monolithically against 
this technology. In 2008, the California Resource Recov-
ery Association (CRRA) awarded the actor Ed Begley Jr. its 
Recycler of the Year award for all the fine education he has 
done on resource conservation. In his acceptance speech to 
approximately 800 attendees, he talked about the future and 
the possibility of using trash to create electricity. This author, 
who was in attendance, estimated that a third of the attendees 
applauded in support of that statement. Was this a sign that, 
at least conceptually, proponents of zero waste are open to 
thermal conversion technologies?

The financial question for many solid waste practitioners 
when thinking about zero waste is: How does a jurisdiction 
fund a solid waste program when it receives nothing to bury? 
Zero wasters point to localities that have implemented such 
goals and appear to financially survive. The Del Norte Solid 
Waste Management Authority in the northern coastal area of 
California that buttresses Oregon has long been touted as one 
of the earliest jurisdictions to proclaim a goal of zero waste. 
The current tip fee in Del Norte is $120 and change for MSW 
and construction debris. Del Norte had found itself with a 
landfill that it had to close, then having to transfer the trash 
120 miles up Highway 1 and across the Pacific Coastal Range 
of mountains to Dry Creek Landfill in White City, OR. The 
cost of the transportation is high, thereby creating a financial 
incentive to divert material.
“Zero waste made political sense,” says the director of the Del 
Norte Authority, Kevin Hendrik, “because it was a financial 
plan.” The authority contracted out the hauling and transfer 
station operations to a local contractor, Hambro WSG, whose 
manager, Wes White, says diverts “2,250 tons of material from 
the total tonnage (20,750)” that crosses the scales over the 
course of a year. Once the materials cross the scales, Hambro 
WSG takes ownership of them and has implemented a finan-
cial incentive plan to encourage workers of the transfer station 
to divert material out of the trash, thus eliminating the need 
to haul the material to the landfill but still getting paid by the 
authority for each ton that passes over the scales. 

The incentive is that the workers “receive a percentage of all 
sales of recyclables recovered after deduction of the direct 
expenses other than labor,” says White. The transfer station 
implemented an idea provided to them by a team of consul-
tants, including Anthony, Neil Seldman, and Gary Liss, to have 
a price incentive to have customers separate their material 
at various stations at the transfer station and to have an eco-
store, operated by the contractor, across the street from the 
transfer station to sell material back to the public for reuse. 
Del Norte’s situation fits nicely with a zero waste goal because 
of its high cost of disposal. Yet, as once can see from the num-
bers of tons diverted, there is much more to be done.

San Francisco’s zero waste program is well known, but its 
solid waste financial situation is not. It has a disposal contract 
based on 15 million tons of capacity or 65 years, whichever 
comes first, with Waste Management’s Altamont landfill in 
Livermore, CA. Once that volume of material is used up, 
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the city must negotiate a new disposal price, which it is cur-
rently doing, as it sends 1,800 tons of trash to the landfill each 
day. San Francisco has a financial incentive to conserve that 
cheaper capacity. The city is also a closed system because of a 
1932 refuse collection and disposal ordinance giving a com-
pany monopoly status. This company, now called Recology 
(formerly NorCal, which in turn was formerly Sunset Scav-
enger and Golden Gate Disposal), provides the recycling and 
trash collection service and pays the city for the privilege. This 
money helps pay for the city’s environmental staff that is used 
to initiate the zero waste programs.

Neither San Francisco nor Del Norte have reached zero waste 
or are even close to doing so, but both have significant finan-
cial incentives to implement such strategies. Can the same be 
said for the majority of solid waste systems in our country? 
Attendees of the zero waste conference heard calls from a 
diverse group of people, from zero waste advocates to a scrap 
dealer, for mandated upstream and downstream actions 
funded by producers of goods. Funding, in other words, that 
comes from someplace other than the tip fee. Would such 
mandates mean a change to RCRA as Brandes says? Or can it 
be performed by individual cities legislating actions directed 
at producers of goods as is currently being attempted by the 
city of San Francisco? The funding mechanism for a real zero 
waste program is outside the normal bureaucratic model of 
our body politic.

WTE and financial support of zero waste are issues and prob-
lems that can be agreed upon or not and still the members 
of SWANA and zero waste movement can work together on 
other matters. Lombardi’s view that zero waste is something 
other than integrated solid waste, however, may be a gulf too 
far to bridge between these two camps. Robert Gedert, for-
mer executive director of the fortress of Zero Waste, CRRA, 
and now director of the city of Austin’s Solid Waste Services 
Department, puts the issue clearly: “The integrated waste 
management model was an attempt to integrate recycling and 
composting into the pre-existing structure of waste collec-
tion, thus making recycling mainstream. Zero waste moves 
past that, focusing on upstream, midstream, and downstream 
waste generation. To really reach zero waste, it must be a 
collaborative role. Local government is the keystone to that 
collaboration. With local government fully involved in zero 
waste, the task is to bring all the stakeholders together in a 
unified mission, with each player a full partner. This is a radi-
cal shift for local government—solid waste departments must 
now view all waste haulers, all private recyclers, and all waste 
generators as partner at the table. This is also a radical shift 

for waste haulers, who view local government as competi-
tion...we all need to drop the shields of territorial warfare 
and move toward cooperative efforts where each player has a 
major role toward zero waste.”

How does a local government implement, manage, track, and 
coordinate among such work tasks as upstream activities of 
producer responsibility, economic development using recycled 
material, and downstream services of handling post-consumer 
material, while still knowing what all limbs of the body politic 
are doing and supposed to be doing?

When supporters of SWANA were asked about the notion 
that some of the zero wasters believed the integrated waste 
management model was not as relevant as it used to be, there 
was a sense that this was something they had seen before. A 
“new fad, same story” attitude came across in the interviews. 
But certainly, as the combination of pressures to cut govern-
mental operational expenses because of decreasing govern-
ment revenue and increasing concern over greenhouse gas 
emissions continue to build, government management will 
be looking for new ways to handle more services at less cost. 
Melding the works of a sustainability officer with an environ-
mental planner and resource waste service provider may be 
the way of the future, or not. SWANA must be a part of this 
conversation—a conversation about the shape of public man-
agement of resource sustainability.

As the zero waste movement continues to take hold politi-
cally as it did in Austin, solid waste managers are going to 
have to respond in practical ways to political officials—in 
ways that speak to the challenges of zero waste and manage-
ment of traditional downstream services and upstream reali-
ties. SWANA continues to examine planning and manage-
ment in this manner, and, hopefully, it will build upon this 
success by developing policy guidelines and a definition for 
zero waste for its members.

Achieving the goal of zero waste may take the infusion of 
a younger generation. Paul Sgriccia, a principal engineer at 
Golder Associates and US leader in for the Waste Manage-
ment industry, wrote about it in the January/February 2014 
issue of MSW Management magazine.

He says that you could stand at the back of the room at any solid 
waste industry seminar, and you would likely see a room full of 
senior waste professionals. What you won’t see is a large number 
of young professionals from the solid waste field in attendance. 
Where are the young engineers and scientists to carry the torch?
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The 1970s ushered in a challenging and exciting time in the 
waste industry with the introduction of federal legislation, spe-
cifically, the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) 
of 1976. RCRA included Subtitle C and Subtitle D regula-
tions that addressed hazardous waste and nonhazardous solid 
waste, respectively. Careers in the waste industry skyrocketed. 
In 1980, Congress enacted the Comprehensive Environmental 
Response, Compensation, and Liability Act, commonly known 
as Superfund, which included requirements concerning closed 
and abandoned hazardous waste sites. All of these new regula-
tions begat new technologies, which impacted waste facility sit-
ing, construction, operations, closure, and post-closure. Thus 
began a time of significant innovation in the waste industry.
Today, these technologies have matured, and observers ques-
tion whether the waste industry has settled into a comfortable 
state. On the contrary, we see new “upstream” waste practices 
by generators, new waste management innovations presented 
in the form of increased recycling and waste conversion, 
diversion from landfill disposal, organics collection and treat-
ment management, landfill-gas-to-energy, public-education 
programs to reduce solid waste at the source, and more atten-
tion to manufacturing processes and product life cycles. Many 
in the industry embrace these new approaches to waste man-
agement and believe the next generation can build on these 
growing innovations. Can the solid waste industry offer chal-
lenging and rewarding careers to attract a workforce to lead it 
into the future? How do we attract and retain young scientists 
and engineers for the changing waste industry? Here are some 
ideas on how to make it happen.

First, build employee skill sets needed for the future. As the 
waste industry continues to evolve, needed core skills are 
being evaluated. When asked about sought-after employee 
skill sets, an executive in the waste industry responded, “The 
new waste industry needs chemical engineers who understand 
the garbage business.” This need for greater variety in experi-
ence addresses new technologies involved in waste conversion, 
anaerobic digestion of organic wastes, biomass conversion, 
and industrial processing required to separate recyclables. In 
addition to traditional skills in geotechnical and civil engi-
neering, we see a growing need for skills in economics, waste 
planning, public education, and even social media to convey 
the “3Rs” theme.

Next, mentor, support, and grow your junior staff. Mentoring 
young talent in the work force will lead to continued growth 

of new approaches to waste management. Take the time to 
engage your junior staff, and seek their opinions and concerns 
about current projects, their place in the growth of the com-
pany, and how they are doing in general. Find out what keeps 
them inspired, satisfied, and interested in future projects. Pay 
attention to the things that can lead to greater career satisfac-
tion: flexible schedules, advancement opportunities, ability to 
telecommute, etc. Quality time devoted to young talent reaps 
tremendous rewards.

In 2011, SWANA initiated the Young Professionals event at 
WASTECON in Nashville. People under 35 were paired with 
senior professionals to network, share industry trends, and 
career development strategies.

Finally, design attractive career paths. Surveys show that the 
millennial generation (born between 1979 and 2001) is one 
of the most socially and environmentally conscious groups 
in our society. As an industry, we can benefit from that envi-
ronmental consciousness by highlighting the diverse aspects 
of solid waste, recycling, energy-from-waste, and other green 
aspects of our work. By presenting an attractive career path 
in environmental stewardship, recycling, innovations in waste 
conversion technologies, and energy from organics man-
agement, it is possible to compete for the best in the talent 
marketplace.

Visibility at the academic level also builds interest in the field. 
As senior professionals, we have a responsibility to share 
insights about the future of the industry with students as 
early as high school and into college and university levels. 
Attending and presenting at career events, environmental 
competitions, and job fairs, along with providing scholarships 
and offering summer internships, demonstrates the attractive 
nature of the solid waste industry.

The waste industry of today is more dynamic and diverse 
than ever before. Senior waste professionals need to adapt and 
respond to these changes if they want to attract and retain 
top-notch young professionals in our industry. Mentor your 
junior staff. Find out what challenges and inspires them, and 
then support them as they face those challenges and forge a 
path to the future of the solid waste industry. That future is 
sure to include the quest for zero waste.


