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 “Trash to Cash” – A Case Study of Recycling in the Grocery Industry
Companies across the U.S. are taking a close look at what's in their garbage bins to make big changes in reducing waste in the workplace.   Businesses are also finding new revenue streams in their garbage by taking items that were hauled away to the landfill in the past and instead selling them to someone else for cash -- a boon in a slow economy.

According to the U.S. Recycling Economic Information Study by RW Beck for EPA and NRC , the U.S. recycling and reuse industry consists of about 56,000 businesses, that employ over 1.1 million people, generate an annual payroll of nearly $37 billion, and gross over $236 billion in annual revenues.  Washington State firms employed at least 4,456 people in recycling-related “green jobs” in 2008. 1 (Source: Washington State Employment Security Department.)
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Source: Washington State Recycling Association

Safeway Inc. (Safeway), one of the largest food and drug retailers in North America has been a major recycler for 50 years, supporting the global drive toward Zero Waste business practices.  At year-end 2009, Safeway operated 1,725 stores in the Western, Southwestern, Rocky Mountain, Midwestern and Mid-Atlantic Regions of the United States and in Western Canada. In support of their stores, Safeway has an extensive network of distribution, manufacturing

and food processing facilities.
Each of Safeway’s 12 retail operating areas is served by a regional distribution center consisting of one or more facilities. Safeway currently has 17 distribution/warehousing centers (13 in the United States and four in Canada), which collectively provide the majorityof products to stores they operate.  Distribution centers in Maryland and British Columbia are operated by third parties.
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The principal function of Safeway’s manufacturing operations is to purchase, manufacture and process private label merchandise sold in stores they operate.  Additionally, they utilize excess capacity in some of our plants to produce products for third parties.  As measured by sales dollars, approximately 17% of Safeway’s private label merchandise is manufactured in company-owned plants, and the remainder is purchased from third parties. They also manufacture private label and national brand products for a variety of U.S. and international customers.
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With all this retail, distribution, and manufacturing activity, you can imagine the amount of paper, cardboard, plastic, wood, and expired grocery products that could potentially go to landfills.  Today, however, Safeway’s retail and support facilities are part of a comprehensive program to divert solid waste from landfills into recycled products.  This reduces the cost of waste hauling and disposal and the negative carbon footprint associated with these activities.  
Michelle Duncan, the distribution recycling manager at the Auburn Distribution Center, recounted how the Auburn and Bellevue distribution centers have taken a proactive approach to dramatically reduce waste to landfill.     In June 2009, the Bellevue and Auburn DC’s were recycling loose and baled cardboard, plastic, and shrink wrap.  However, the distribution centers are a central respository for recycled pallets, totes, plastic cases, cardboard boxes, and other packaging that travel from manufacturers to the retail stores and then are returned via the DC.  Some of this is returned to the originator, while some is not reuseable.  The distribution centers  also receive out-of-date product, unsellable produce, and floral trimmings from the retail stores.  Prior to 2009,  much of this ended up in local area landfills.  An employee comment regarding the fate of broken non-Safeway milk crates which were too expensive to return to the manufacturer, started her quest to identify materials in the trash stream that could be recycled, and in many cases generate revenue.    Challenges existed however – finding industrial-scale composters that will accept truckloads of compostable material; finding space,  both in the stores, and in the distribution centers to store and sort compostables and recyclable materials destined for the distribution center;  finding haulers that accept a variety of both small and large amounts of recyclable materials; and finding alternatives for non-compostable packaging.
1.  Using your knowledge of grocery stores and the distribution center processes that we have talked about in class or that you have observed first hand, brainstorm some materials other than cardboard and plastic that could potentially be recycled by the grocery industry.  
2. What are desired characteristics of the items that might potentially be selected for recycling?

3. Using the internet or other resources – find at least 2 companies that perform industrial recycling.  What are their specialties

4. Using the internet, find examples of other grocers that are successful at recycling.  What are some of their best practices?

Finding the right haulers, composting facilities, and enough space to pack and store compostables has not been easy.  With joint efforts from warehouse supervisors and frontline employees to work with local recyclers to identify materials in the trash stream than could be recycled or reused., the results have been extremely positive.  Prior to the initiative, the 2 distribution centers had an average trash cost of $11, 456 and would send 144, 8000 lbs to the landfill each month.  Unified efforts led to an average trash cost of $4,261.16 abd  reduction to 53, 380 lbs of trash per month.  Trash costs have been reduced by 63% and materials to the landfill by 60%.    
5. A customer that has read about Safeway’s recycling capability suggests that Safeway provide recycling capability for customer dropoff of recyclable materials at the retail stores.    Is this a viable option?  What are some alternatives to do this?  What monetary and non-monetary considerations would Safeway have to consider to make this happen?  

Instructor notes:  

Commodities recycled prior to August 2009:
· Cardboard – baled and loose

· Stretch wrap – clear from warehouses; mixed from store bag collection

· Compost

· Aluminum

· Mixed metals

· Reuse of store equipment

· Excess white wood pallets

Commodities added after August 2009:

· Plastic recycling
· Broken milk boxes

· Broken bread trays

· Broken totes

· Odd plastic pallets

· Plastic corner board

· Strapping

· Milk jugs – from retail

· Hard plastic tubs – from retail

· Pill bottles – from retail

· Paper recycling

· Office paper

· Sticker backing – compost

· Bread products – removed from compost, added to a bread stream (potential income)
· Wood scraps

· Meat and grease (moved from store cost to income)

· Polystyrene

· Shipping bladders – cardboard, plastic
Considerations for recycling:
· What are current trash cost and tonnage amounts?

· What items are currently making up the trash stream?

· Once items are moved out of the trash stream, where will they go?

· What costs are associated with moving an item into a single stream recycling program?

· How are we going to collect item(s) to be recycled? Will a new process have to be developed

· Do we have to purchase bins and/or signage?

· Does this change warehouse operations?

· Does this increase handling or travel time at the original collection point and at the disposal point?

· How are we going to roll out the new program?

· Who is going to monitor the new program?

· Who will purchase/take the item?

· Is there a handling fee associated with disposing  of this item into a recycling stream?

· What is the follow-up process?  How will progress be tracked?

