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Junk thrown in with recycling

Initiative aims to teach public of prohibited
items’ dangers

EMILY WALKENHORST
ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE
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Workers at Recycle America’s recycling plant in Little Rock look for unrecyclable

materials on sorting machines at the facility Friday. The American flag (top right) was
one item pulled that cannot be recycled.
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Unrecyclable items pulled from recycled materials by Recycle
America at its recycling plant include a gun, a chain saw, a
sword and a machete.

Swords are not obsolete. Rusty Miller has one sitting in a conference
room at his Recycle America office, where he’s the plant manager.

“TI've got three of them. Would you like one?” he asked, pointing to two
machetes and a small sword that he removed from the recycling recently.

For reasons that recycling officials can only guess about, people toss
the darnedest things in their recycling bins.

They have pictures of some of the most notorious items they’ve pulled
out of the recycling truckloads: jars of needles, saxophones, bowling
balls, chain saws. They’ll spare everyone the photos of the dead animals
and dirty diapers they’ve found.

The things people try to recycle aren’t just weird, though. Sometimes
they’re dangerous.

In September, two propane bottles found their way to Recycle America
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on separate occasions and, upon being loaded into the facility’s
machines, started fires.

In all cases, the things thrown into recycling bins that shouldn’t be
there can end up causing the facility to shut down temporarily. The
prohibited items can also lead employees to dump hundreds of pounds of
recyclables caught in the mix with them into the landfill instead.

Recycle America’s founder, Waste Management, has started a program
called Recycle Often Recycle Right to educate people about what can be
recycled and ask them to pledge to recycle responsibly.

In Pulaski County, the Regional Recycling and Waste Reduction
District plans to help Recycle America carry out an initiative to help
educate recyclers. They plan to present research at the district’s Dec. 10
board meeting with county and city officials.

District Deputy Director Carol Bevis has found that some cities have
gone as far as to fine people for placing things they shouldn’t in recycling
bins. But those were large cities, she said.

Right now, officials are in the midst of a 30-day study to determine
which pockets of the county are contributing most to the problem.

Workers sort what they can when the items come in on a conveyor belt.
They might catch a blanket and a microwave, but they might miss cords
Or a jump rope.

The rest goes into the machinery, where it can get caught in the system
if it’s not supposed to be there.

Workers down the line managed to throw out a car part on Friday
before it became a problem.

Miller picked up the large, metal object bearing caution labels warning
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of possible explosion if the part was exposed to heat or fire.

“I don’t know what this is,” he said, eventually learning that it was an
air spring from a big rig — not something Recycle America could handle.

George Wheatley, the market area manager for Waste Management in
Arkansas, Tennessee, Kentucky and Alabama, suspects that part of the
problem is that North Little Rock doesn’t have separate trash bins.

As a result, Wheatley said, many North Little Rock residents combine
their trash and recycling in one closed-lid bin, and extra material ends up
in the recycling trucks.

“[Where] people have a cart for trash and a cart for recycling, the
recycling is a lot cleaner, a lot less contaminated. In the community
where they only have a cart for recycling and none for trash, we end up
with a greater contamination.”

Via its recycling contract with Waste Management, North Little Rock
has recycling bins at every home that chooses to participate. But the
city’s sanitation department doesn’t provide trash bins. That’s because
the city’s trucks aren’t built to grab bins mechanically and dump them in
the trash, city spokesman Nathan Hamilton said.

Instead, handlers ride on the backs of trucks and pick up the trash,
which might be in a bag at the end of a driveway, by hand.

Hamilton said he supposed the lack of trash bins could open the door
for people to use their recycling bins improperly and said the city is
interested in seeing the results of the 30-day study.

“The city of North Little Rock is certainly looking forward to having
that information and are fully prepared to help alleviate that issue,” he
said. “We just need more specific information from them.”
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What can be recycled is written on the top of each recycling bin used in
curbside pickup in Little Rock, North Little Rock and Sherwood.

Permissible items include papers, plastics, boxes, empty -cans,
cardboard and metal pans. “No garbage, yard waste or Styrofoam
accepted,” the message reads.

Officials say people really shouldn’t recycle anything not included in
the list of permissible items.

“People think — and I don’t know how — they come to the conclusion
that a baby diaper is recyclable. It’s not,” Wheatley said.

“That ammunition is recyclable. It’s not. Any kind of metal. We’ve had
instances where entire lawnmowers were put in recycle carts. Chain
saws, guns. They're thinking, ‘Well, they're metal, they’re recyclable.’
Well, no, those are contamination.”
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