Mesa-Community Recycling Partnerships
ICMA Community Sustainability Award
Problem Assessment/Community Need
Whether it is milk cartons, water bottles, or food cans in the cafeteria or writing and copy paper in the classroom and administrative offices, schools generate a significant amount of recyclable material on a daily basis.  And even though a few public schools in Mesa, AZ were offering on-site recycling, the City of Mesa’s Solid Waste Management Department realized there was an opportunity to expand a partnership with the Mesa Public Schools District to more proactively offer recycling at all elementary school campuses and administrative offices.  It was assumed that students and staff were most likely recycling at home and would be in favor of recycling at school but in many instances did not have the avenue or supplies to do so at school.  In addition, the City wanted to work with our institutions of academic learning to increase our student’s knowledge about social responsibility and becoming stewards of the environment.  

Program Implementation & Costs
In 2007, City of Mesa Solid Waste staff met with officials from the Mesa Public Schools District regarding the idea of bringing recycling to their 58 elementary school campuses and 11 district office sites.  The City discovered that a significant amount of milk cartons and office paper were being discarded by students and staff and the District was interested in finding ways to more efficiently manage its solid waste stream and being an environmentally responsible community partner and model to their students.  Both parties agreed that pursuing this partnership would be beneficial to all.  To help offset implementation costs, the City of Mesa Solid Waste Management Department applied for and received a $43,750 grant from the Arizona Department of Environmental Quality during FY 2008/09 to purchase recycle barrels, classroom recycle containers and educational material for all schools.  In addition, to create collection efficiencies for the City, the schools were integrated into the existing residential recycling routes to eliminate the need for a special collection vehicle.
District wide implementation began in February 2008.  To ensure the success of the program, Solid Waste staff met with each individual school to review the program with the principal, cafeteria manager and facilities assistant.  Ten, 90-gallon blue recycle barrels were initially provided to each school and additional barrels were delivered based on the volume of recyclable material being generated at each site.  For example, some schools not only offered lunch service but breakfast service as well so they required additional containers.  The blue barrels were incorporated into the lunch line where students would pour out their milk, recycle their cartons and throw away any non-acceptable items such as food waste or Styrofoam trays.  To educate the students on how to recycle properly as well as to discourage contamination, Solid Waste staff participated in lunch duty for the first two days of implementation at each school campus.  In addition, Solid Waste staff provided school personnel with a recycling DVD created by the Mesa Public Schools media office to explain the program, educational posters for posting around the campus, and classroom presentation and school assembly opportunities.
As of January 2009, all 58 elementary schools and 11 district office sites are participating in the recycling program.  All schools are filling up at least one, 90-gallon barrel per day solely with milk cartons.  And, other barrels have been placed in classrooms and administrative areas where other recyclable material is generated.  To help track the success of the program, school participation has been monitored.  A month after the school was implemented, our collection drivers were instructed to record the number of recycle barrels being placed out for service on a weekly basis.
Program Results
A total of 803 co-mingled recycle barrels and (15) 6-yd cardboard bins are in use by elementary schools and district offices.  Six sites have been extremely successful as evidenced by having 20 or more recycle barrels on their campus while an additional 14 sites each have 15-19 barrels.  Contamination has been minimal and approximately 80% of the containers are being placed out each week.  In addition, the Mesa Public Schools District has begun to notice a reduction in trash service needed.  Since implementation, 55 locations have reduced total weekly trash volume by 592 cubic yards and are generating a savings of $3,414.16 per month.  
Lessons Learned
The successful implementation of a school wide recycling program at the elementary school level would not have been possible without obtaining the commitment from top level school district personnel and funding through the State of Arizona.
As in any situation, anytime modifications are made in operating procedure, it takes a while to adjust handling daily routine tasks in a new manner.  However, through constant open communication between City and school staff, these issues were resolved cooperatively.  During the early implementation stage, it was noticed that when the barrels were being serviced, the milk cartons were not falling freely from the barrel. The resolution was to have the students completely open their cartons and discard all liquid contents before recycling them as well as having the cafeteria staff place #10 metal cans at that bottom of the container to help push the cartons out.  In addition, it was also recommended that custodial staff clean the containers weekly after service to remove excess residue and minimize potential odor.  
Another challenge that arose was ensuring the recycle barrels were being set out for service on the designated collection day, particularly on holidays and weekends when school is not in session but the need to empty the barrels is still necessary.  It was agreed that evening custodial crews would take the responsibility of placing the barrels out for service during these times.
Both the City of Mesa and Mesa Public Schools District have been pleased with the overall results in setting up this program and believe that it has contributed positively in maintaining a sustainable and healthy environment.  Due to the program’s success, all junior and senior high schools were implemented as well during fall 2009 and we look forward to experiencing similar long term, outstanding results.


