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One

Urban Recycling:
An Empirical Test of Sustainable Community
Development Proposals

In the fall of 1997, the President’s Council on Sustainable Develop-
ment (PCSD) issued a report that called for the United States govern-
ment to commit itself to building sustainable communities. The report
emphasized that any vision of sustainable development must begin with
efforts to “encourage people to work together to create healthy commu-
nities where natural and historic resources are preserved, jobs are avail-
able, sprawl is contained, neighborhoods are secure, education is life-
long, transportation and health care are accessible, and all citizens have
opportunities to improve the quality of their lives” (PCSD 1997:3). The
report went on to call for new approaches to community development.
In short, the council posed a very straightforward vision: communities
could simultaneously achieve economic vitality, environment protection,
and social equity. This is often referred to as balancing the three Es of
community development.

In this book, we examine the potential for sustainable forms of com-
munity development to emerge within the United States. To do this, we
reconstruct the recent history of urban recycling programs in the United
States. In particular, we examine the relationship between politics and
markets as they first created and later destroyed recycling programs in
the Chicago metropolitan area. We note two shifts in the history of
recycling. First, there was a shift away from the focus on waste as
a panacea, something that could “save the environment” and/or pro-
vide job opportunities for the desperately poor. Instead, waste became
treated as a commodity that could generate revenues. Second, there was
also a shift away from recycling as an activity in which marginalized
social groups and community-based organizations engaged toward its
control by large firms, many of which now operate in global markets.

This analysis of recycling allows us to theorize more generally about
sustainable development. The same economic and social policies that
distorted recycling have also influenced other processes involving urban
communities, workers, consumers, and local governments. They will ul-
timately influence any efforts to create sustainable community develop-
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ment. Our account of recycling differs substantially from popular views
of recycling as an activity generated by the goodwill of people who are
trying to do something beneficial for society. We concentrate on the
interplay between economic agendas and political power. As in all
forms of urban development, recycling should be understood as a site of
conflict among a variety of social actors who are using political arenas
to control a resource in order to meet their different economic agendas.

We agree with the President’s Council that many communities would
benefit from a stronger economy, an environment that can preserve life,
and strong social systems that enhance the quality of life. Urban devel-
opment programs should be directed toward achieving each of the three
Es: economy, equity, and environment. Moving in this direction, how-
ever, will not be an easy task. Any serious analysis of sustainable com-
munity development must address a series of vexing intellectual ques-
tions. Our analysis of recycling outlines these questions and provides a
social context for beginning such theorizing.

In the next chapter, we outline our theoretical framework. In this
chapter, we familiarize the reader with the concept of sustainable com-
munity development and the rise of urban recycling programs.

Sustainable Community Development

The concept of sustainable development was popularized by the World
Commission on Environment and Development, a United Nations en-
tity usually referred to as the Bruntland Commission. In 1987, the com-
mission issued a report that defined sustainable development as those
forms of development that allow people “to meet the needs of the pre-
sent without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs.”

Over the last decade, the concept of sustainable development has
been used, misused, and fiercely debated (see, e.g., Willers 1994). As
early as a decade ago, Pezzy (1989) had already identified twenty-seven
distinct definitions of the term. In general, the debates over sustainable
development have evolved into two separate discussions. Within the en-
vironmental sciences, a dispute has emerged over the extent to which
economic growth can occur while maintaining the viability of ecological
systems and their biological diversity.1 Economist Herman Daly has
been the most vocal public intellectual in the post-Bruntland debate. His

1 Interestingly, within the bio-ecology scholarly community, the original concept before
the Bruntland report was not sustainable development, but rather sustainable bio-diversity
(Clark 1995; IUCN 1980; cf. Lele 1991), indicating a shift in who had control over the
framing of this issue.
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general position is summarized in the title of a recent article “Sustain-
able Growth? No Thank You” (1996b). Daly defines sustainable devel-
opment as “development without growth . . . beyond environmental re-
generative and absorptive capacity” (1996a:69). Drawing a distinction
between sustainable growth and sustainable development, Daly has led
the charge among environmental science scholars arguing that sustain-
able development is a code word for sustainable growth, and that sus-
tainable growth simply cannot exist within ecological limits. He and
others argue that any economic growth as we now measure it simply
continues to deplete ecosystems. Thus, any form of economic growth
will destroy the earth’s capacity to sustain life (Daly 1996a, 1996b;
Daly and Cobb 1994).

A second use of the term sustainable development has focused on
community development. Here the emphasis has been on developing
projects that achieve the three E’s of economy, equity, and environment.
Activists and scholars working in this area have placed equity and envi-
ronmental concerns on the community development agenda. They have
struggled to do this in a political economy marked by increasing social
inequalities (Audirac 1997; Green 1997; Hoff 1998; PCSD 1997).
These scholars have been highly critical of post–World War II forms of
community development in the United States. During this period, the
primary goal of community development has been to generate aggregate
economic growth in communities. Even equity and environmental prob-
lems are thought to depend on such augmented economic growth.
Growth is believed to generate the revenues and technological advance-
ments needed to solve all social (and indeed environmental) problems
(for a defense of this position, see Peterson 1981).

Sustainable development partisans have been critical of this argu-
ment. They have instead argued that “the economy” cannot be sepa-
rated from “equity” and “environmental” concerns (e.g., Longworth
1998). Most of the environmental and equity problems arise from par-
ticular forms of economic growth. Hence the process of generating
growth is causing the very problems it is supposed to solve. Sustainable
community development advocates articulate a vision for generating
forms of economic development that lead instead to more humane so-
cial equity and ecological outcomes (Shuman 1998). The President’s
Council on Sustainable Development report states, “The key to building
sustainable communities—those that get better and stronger over time—
will be to recognize that economic opportunity, ecological integrity, and
social equity are interlocking links in the chain of well-being” (PCSD
1997:7).

Whereas the first debate over sustainable development centers primar-
ily on preserving ecosystems, the focus of the second debate is on reviv-
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ing communities. Adherents to the latter school of thought do not as-
sume that current practices are the only tools that society has to work
with in dealing with long-term ecosystem limits. Proponents of sustain-
able community development are looking for forms of community de-
velopment that simultaneously generate economic vitality, environ-
mental stewardship, and social equity outcomes. The core intellectual
question is: What are the conditions or practices that will actually en-
hance the local economy of struggling communities while also rebuild-
ing strong social systems and preserving the environment? Our exam-
ination of recycling is our grounded attempt to develop some new
theoretical underpinnings to help answer this question.

Scholars working in the environmental sciences have been highly crit-
ical of this line of reasoning, arguing that many of the practices advo-
cated as sustainable community development are not truly sustainable
for ecosystems. Proponents of sustainable community development are
aware of this problem. They counter by arguing that we need to create
new ways of thinking, which will lead to projects that achieve measur-
able progress along all of the sustainability dimensions. Hence their
focus is not primarily on ecological throughputs. Rather, they seek to
integrate multiple needs of communities into every project. Theirs is a
political project centered on creating new forms of community develop-
ment. Jonathan Lash, the president of the World Resources Institute and
cochair of the President’s Council on Sustainable Development, re-
sponded to such a critique in a public meeting in Pittsburgh in the fol-
lowing manner:

We realize that we are not solving every problem. There are still going to be
environmental problems. The point of sustainable development is to get us
past the political obstacles. . . . Over the course of the last couple of years,
people from government, the private sector and the NGO [nongovernmental
organization] community are learning to sit at the same table and work to-
gether. In doing so, we are seeing initiatives that push the 3E’s forward.
(PCSD Town Meeting, October 1998)

Our attempt to distinguish between the two debates over sustainable
development may seem like splitting hairs. But it is very important for
the framing of this book. There are virtually no widespread practices
that meet the first criterion of ecological sustainability. Politically and
culturally, we are so far from being able to achieve these results that it
would make little sense to write an empirical book at this time. Debates
over sustainable community development, however, relate to more oper-
ational cases, and are thus somewhat more amenable to empirical ex-
amination. We are, however, making some progress toward sustainable
community development.
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We also believe that sustainable community development would mark
a dramatic departure in the future development of capitalism, so much
so that a truly sustainable society might be entirely noncapitalist. To
quote the PCSD report, “Sustainable development is one of those rare
ideas that could dramatically change the way we look at ‘what is’ and
‘what could be’” (1997:2).

Recycling as a Case Study in Sustainable
Community Development

Recycling constitutes a model of sustainable community development in
two ways. First, recycling is one of the few common elements in dis-
cussions among scholars, policy makers, and activists concerned with
sustainable community development. Over the last decade, we have fol-
lowed and participated in hundreds of discussions of sustainable devel-
opment at every level of government. These ranged from rural town
meetings in upstate New York to presidential task forces in Washington,
to urban city council meetings in the Chicago area. We have also been
active in several community-based organizations and nonprofit enter-
prises that advocate and practice recycling. In all of these contexts, we
have been struck by the breadth of the discussions about sustainable
community development that incorporate some form of recycling. Re-
cycling is almost always raised as an important part of a community’s
transition toward sustainable community development.2

Recycling also constitutes a model of sustainable community develop-
ment because it is one of the very few ideas proposed by advocates that
embraces all of the three Es. Most proposals or working models of sus-
tainable development fall short of the three Es and focus mainly on
ecological sustainability. The Institute for Local Self-Reliance, a non-
profit organization that advocates sustainable community development,
promotes recycling. The banner line for its recycling campaign is, “Re-
cycling is an economic development tool as well as an environmental
one.” The social benefits of recycling are implied in the term economic
development, which from a sustainability perspective connotes socially
responsible economic activity.

For analysts seeking to either study or promote sustainable develop-

2 For example, we found recycling to be an important part of current discussions about
federal indicators of sustainable development, local political strategies for sustainable
community development, international strategies for creating sustainable markets, private
sector commitments to sustainable practices, and social movement agendas for legislative
changes around sustainable development.
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ment, the lack of data has often been a problem.3 There are few avail-
able data sources on sustainable community development because most
projects are still on the drawing board. Researchers have responded in
two very different ways. Social theorists have outlined sweeping visions
for sustainable worlds (Daly 1996b; Hawken 1993; Hutchinson 1997;
Redclift 1987). These texts have often been highly inspiring but usually
quite abstract. They leave the reader to wonder how we might get from
our current practices to these idealized ones. Other researchers have
been more empirical. They have produced collections of short case
studies that seek to introduce “best practices,” which approximate
sustainable development conditions (Audirac 1997; Hoff 1998). These
collections are interesting but they are often built on a diversity of
short-term case studies. From these limited contexts, it is hard to gauge
long-term effects. It is also difficult to draw comparisons between these
case studies.

In this book, we have tried to do something more systematic, employ-
ing a comparative longitudinal analysis of a few rich case studies. Re-
cycling is one of the few practices that gives us that abundance of data.
Currently more than eight thousand communities in the United States
are engaged in recycling over 100 million tons of materials each year.
Moreover, we have a long history of recycling in the United States,
stretching back for almost a century.

Our overall argument in this book is straightforward. In chapters 3–
6, we will present a series of fruitful case studies. Our basic findings
there are as follows:

1. Recycling has become a commodity-based, profit-driven com-
petitive industry in which large private firms using public dollars
are squeezing the life out of smaller nonprofit and family-owned
recyclers.

2. Some programs achieve modest economic gains but distribute
them primarily to the private sector.

3. Ecological gains are modest. While large volumes of materials
3 A small number of social scientists have been working around these problems for

some time, including Redclift (1987), Reddy (1979), and Dickson (1975). There is a
somewhat richer empirical and theoretical tradition for an earlier version of sustainable
development—appropriate technology, initially put forward by E. F. Schumacher (1973).
Much of this literature is based in Third World contexts. We have previously drawn upon
this body of social scientific work concerning applications of both appropriate technology
and sustainable development in industrialized nations (e.g., Schnaiberg 1997b; Schnai-
berg, Weinberg, and Pellow 1998; Weinberg, Pellow, and Schnaiberg 1996). Appropriate
technology research is far more grounded in programs from the 1970s, while sustainable
development research is more concerned with potential applications and a handful of
quite recent programs. One recent social scientific conference (Baker et al. 1997) offers
some European empirical and theoretical contributions to this debate as well.
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are diverted from landfills and incinerators, it is a small percentage of
the total urban waste stream. This diversion rate is well below what
most advocates anticipated and built into their expectations. Further-
more, recycling does not address an array of other ecological prob-
lems that revolve around pollution and toxic chemical exposure.

4. Equity issues are also quickly dismissed in most recycling pro-
grams. Particularly troublesome, the quality of the jobs produced is
poor.

5. Where we did find that recycling programs have the potential to
achieve truly sustainable community development, they are turning
out to be politically unfeasible. Most of the programs that do achieve
sufficient progress along each of the three E dimensions are being
driven out of the recycling market by large municipal programs con-
tracted out to private sector firms, which achieve little progress along
any of these dimensions.

In the final chapters, we synthesize these observations to theorize
more generally about sustainable community development. We will ar-
gue that the current political economic structure will resist and crush
existing or proposed efforts to create sustainable community develop-
ment practices. At best, the political economy is likely to support only a
very weak form of sustainable community development. In the rest of
this chapter, we sketch out the recent history of recycling in urban com-
munities. Our brief introduction is meant to provide the reader with a
historical backdrop against which our case studies can be better under-
stood. Many of our arguments will become clearer as we introduce the
case studies.4

The Rise of Recycling: “Why Waste a Resource?”

Precursors to Recycling: The Political and
Historical Construction of Waste

Historically, waste was not viewed as a social problem. Prior to the
1890s, it was often seen as a potential source for the future, as the junk
could be sold, given away, or mined for spare parts (Melosi 1981: intro-
duction and 37–39; Rathje and Murphy 1992: chap. 2).

Community perceptions of waste shifted between 1880 and 1910, as
cities became a locus for new industries. The industrialization of urban

4 In earlier versions of this book, we included an extensive history of solid waste dis-
posal practices in the United States. However, following the advice of students and col-
leagues, we cut the material to a brief section. For interested readers, we suggest Melosi
1981.
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areas increased the demand for urban land, which was needed for facto-
ries and for housing the new workers who migrated to the cities seeking
jobs. Thus, population densities increased, with people living closer to
one another than ever before. In essence, this created a “friction of
space.” The “backyard” virtually disappeared. People found their neigh-
bors’ wastes less acceptable. People’s wastes could not be segregated from
the living spaces of others, nor were they as easily segregated from peo-
ple’s own living spaces (Melosi 1981: introduction and chap. 1).

In addition to the low-skilled factory workers, new concentrations of
skilled craftsmen and white-collar workers became attached to the new
factories. People started to travel from their “nice” neighborhoods to new
jobs in the industrialized parts of the city. A new middle class of entrepre-
neurs and clerical workers in these cities—American “burghers,” in ef-
fect—had to traverse streets filled with garbage to reach their businesses.
They demanded those local governments “do something” about these
dirty public spaces. These concerns were often rationalized on the basis of
miasmic theories (a new pseudoscience, which suggested that a kind of air
pollution was generated around solid wastes) and by filth theories (which
suggested that direct contact with wastes was the cause of disease). Both
concerns targeted wastes in poor neighborhoods (Melosi 1981: chaps. 2–
3). These theories had social credibility because they appeared to be con-
sistent with emerging medical research that linked a range of diseases,
including cholera and typhoid, to the contamination of urban water and
food supplies by human waste.

Another factor influencing changes in waste disposal was culture. Atti-
tudes toward “dirty work” changed as white-collar workers in retail
trades and service sectors began to enter the labor force and provide an
alternative occupation to manual labor. Even if incomes for many of these
workers were not very high, they identified with the urban elite rather
than with the urban working class. In fact, many members of the white-
collar class viewed the lower classes as unhygienic and mired in filth.

A generalized concern with dirt and community hygiene especially
characterized the Progressive Era of urban change (Hays 1969). Urban
reformers’ view of “messiness” included their uneasiness with ethnic
diversity and with poverty in tenement areas. Visible wastes in poor
people’s neighborhoods merely confirmed many affluent citizens’ views
of these groups as second-class urban citizens and their living spaces as
“blighted” with trash. This gave rise to a movement by middle-class
women’s groups to “beautify the city.”5 They framed the issue as “mu-
nicipal housekeeping.”

5 This was a kind of “cosmetological” approach (Schnaiberg 1973) that has continued
to influence subsequent antilitter campaigns and contemporary recycling programs.
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Each of these factors gave rise to a strong middle-class distaste for all
forms of visible waste. It also placed significant pressures on urban gov-
ernment to address the solid waste problem. These sentiments coalesced
in a “good government movement” that called on urban governments
to clean up the city in order to improve the “quality of life” for poor
people. Just as human waste could poison the body, solid waste was
now viewed as poisoning the community. The good government move-
ment was going to “clean up” poor neighborhoods as a social relief
strategy (a connection still made today). The noted sanitarian Samuel
Greeley would go on to “speak with high praise of the activities of
women in city-cleaning projects distributing leaflets to every household
decrying the practice of throwing wastepaper into the streets . . . and
provid[ing] trash cans for their towns” (Melosi 1981:119–21).

Initially, waste-hauling enterprises offered private services. Individual
citizens and producers paid for this removal. Haulers generally took
waste away to either a publicly or a privately owned dump site. Sites
were near but not in the community. The movement from this system to
mandatory municipal garbage pickup was slow. But visible refuse and
its unpleasant odors continued to stimulate middle-class citizens groups’
social and political demands. They continued to push for increased pub-
lic cleanliness in the form of mandatory waste disposal practices. Urban
governments resisted as much as was politically feasible because they
did not want to take on the increased financial responsibility.

The real catalyst for change was the emergence of private sector firms
who began to recognize that considerable profits could be extracted
from waste disposal if they collected fees from the city and from private
clients to finance these services. Firms became involved in a variety of
roles: the collection of garbage, the management of public dumpsites,
and the development of equipment and supplies (and even labor). These
contracts became highly profitable. So profitable were many of these
that they attracted the attention of organized crime in some cities.
Rather than offering superior or more cost-effective collection services,
these groups kept competitors in check with direct intimidation. Thus,
garbage was an intensely contested terrain of urban resources.

The emergence of a larger private market for waste disposal was gen-
erally viewed as positive by middle-class constituencies, urban govern-
ment, and the private firms. However, it was not always good for the
local environment or for low-income neighborhoods. Private firms at-
tempted to maximize their payments from the city officials while mini-
mizing the labor power and other inputs needed to collect and haul
garbage by horses and wagons. As in many rural and urban areas today,
they recognized that they could reduce costs by locating dumps closer to
cities. They began to dump wastes in pockets of land around neighbor-
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hoods inhabited by the poor and racial minorities.6 This practice was
cheaper than hauling the wastes to somewhat more distant dumpsites
(Melosi 1981:27–30). Firms also began to incinerate wastes more
frequently.

Thus, the history of waste was shaped by the intersection of politics,
economics, and culture. First, waste collection and disposal represented
some dimensions of class conflict. In particular, class differences led to
different forms of waste management—from the minimalist orientation
of the poor, who may have dumped garbage just outside their homes, to
that of the more powerful rising middle class, who were able to mobil-
ize municipal governments to get wastes “off their streets.”

Second, waste now offered considerable market exchange oppor-
tunities for private entrepreneurs. Mobilization of waste-hauling organi-
zations led to the increase in political pressures on city officials, de-
signed to enable these firms to capture this potential wealth and to
retain access to waste disposal contracts. This fact, as much as any
other, has become a central historical constraint on the modern recyc-
ling programs of U.S. cities; while garbage was out of sight of citizens, it
was rarely out of mind for entrepreneurs in the waste collection field.
Such entrepreneurs would maintain their interest in these market ex-
change values even when waste disposal ideas were superseded by new
concepts of recycling.

The Promises of Early Recycling Programs in the United States

Modern recycling first emerged in the late 1960s. The original programs
grew from environmental movements at the time, which created small
local operations. They recycled waste as a vehicle for addressing equity
and environmental concerns (we will explore this history in more depth
in chapter 4). Recycling provided income for some of the most marginal
urban populations. Homeless, immigrant, and low-income populations
were encouraged to take items from trash cans in a process that became
known as “dumpster diving.” The materials were then taken to drop-
off recycling centers run by the social movement groups. At these facili-
ties, people could exchange the materials for a small sum of money. The
social movement group would then package the materials and resell
them to regional firms that would use the materials in manufacturing
operations. This practice allowed marginal social populations to squeeze
out an existence when few other options existed. From the late 1960s
through the early 1980s, most postconsumer waste recycling took place

6 This is one of the earlier forms of “environmental injustice” and “environmental rac-
ism” (Bullard 1990; Gottlieb 1993).
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within these community-based recycling centers. This began to change
in the 1980s, as a series of political, social, and economic crises started
to unfold in urban areas.

By the early 1980s, urban governments were confronting a range of
issues arising from the restructuring of the American economy. From a
sustainable community development perspective, these events were
problematic and culminated in the following:

1. The dismantling of inner-city urban communities due to dein-
dustrialization. Many manufacturing firms were fleeing the inner
cities, with devastating results for low-income and working-class pop-
ulations. Job insecurity led to family instability. Inner-city stores
closed as residents’ incomes plummeted. Middle-class whites fled the
city to the suburbs, taking their resources with them. In short, urban
mayors were confronted with communities that were poor and spiral-
ing downward. (Squires 1994; Wilson 1996)

2. A rising awareness of the accumulating pollution of urban air
and water systems that created new challenges for environmental pro-
tection of communities. It was clear by the 1980s that urban govern-
ments were dealing with potentially massive challenges to providing
clean water and air for urban residents. It was also becoming clear
that surrounding suburbs were not immune to these problems.

3. New social and political concerns that arose to address the dis-
appearing “green space” within and around urban and suburban
communities. Middle-class populations placed tremendous pressure
on urban governments to protect some open space for recreational
purposes.

4. Political pressure from growing environmental groups who used
the “energy crisis” of the 1970s to raise new questions about the
sustainability of American consumption patterns in the face of limited
global supplies of nonrenewable resources.

5. Scientific concern about atmospheric emissions of greenhouse
gases, which created new concerns about global warming. This con-
cern in part reinforced environmentalists’ desire to preserve more
trees, since they absorbed carbon dioxide, the most diffuse green-
house gas. Environmentalists thus resisted both domestic and over-
seas invasions of forest preserves to extract timber, wood pulp, and
energy and mineral resources.

By the early 1980s, these crises had produced two vocal constituen-
cies. The first included representatives of community-based organiza-
tions, especially in minority neighborhoods within central cities. They
called for new economic opportunities to raise the standard of living of
unskilled and low-skilled workers. William J. Wilson quoted a twenty-
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nine-year-old unemployed African American man from Chicago who
lamented the recent economic changes: “You could walk out of the
house and get a job. Maybe not what you want but you could get a job.
Now, you can’t find anything. A lot of people in this neighborhood,
they want to work but they can’t get work” (Wilson 1996:36). The calls
by community groups for new opportunities coalesced around strong
local organizations that had proliferated in most inner-city areas, de-
manding that urban governments to create jobs (Squires 1994; Stoecker
1994).

At the same time, a rising cadre of mostly middle-class constituents
was calling for a “cleaner, greener” city, a political activity concentrated
in suburbs and selected urban neighborhoods. This middle-class constit-
uency consisted of professionals and managers working in the down-
town cores. They were employed in financial services and corporate
headquarters, or in new business service ventures catering to these cor-
porate clients. One of the early successes of this group was to create
pressure to gentrify rundown neighborhoods close to their work set-
tings. Once the blighted housing was replaced with more attractive mid-
dle-class housing, more affluent professionals began to relocate back
into in the downtown core into gentrified neighborhoods (Anderson
1990; Stoecker 1994).

Once ensconced in the city, these new or returning residents added
their voices to the urban political agenda. They sought a beautiful and
livable city with nice parks, clean streets, little crime, and pleasant
neighborhoods. They did not seek new urban manufacturing ventures.
Indeed, they often fought against their proponents, since they feared
such endeavors would pollute their neighborhoods and reduce the value
of their residential properties. However, they did favor new service and
retailing enterprises, particularly those dispensing recreational and gas-
tronomic opportunities for the new gentry. But these establishments of-
fered relatively few jobs for unskilled workers, and those available did
not help workers gain new skills, upward mobility, or even a living
wage.7

These two constituencies were at odds over many issues. One issue
that united them, however, was concern about toxic chemicals. Revela-
tions of toxic waste contamination around the nation and the world
were emerging in a number of well-publicized cases, including Love
Canal in New York and Times Beach in Missouri. Internationally, citi-
zens read about the dispersion of radioactive wastes from Chernobyl’s

7 This drama continues to shape urban areas. While the contemporary battles are too
extensive for elaboration here, we encourage the reader to read Zukon 1995 and Ander-
son 1990.
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nuclear power plant, as well as about the toxic disaster at the Union
Carbide plant in Bhopal, India. There was also a host of more localized
incidents (Brown and Mikkelsen 1990) in the same period, often discov-
ered when agencies began to implement the Resource Conservation and
Recovery Act (RCRA) of 1976.8

Another incident, or “eco-event,” was the infamous Mobro 4,000, or
the “Garbage Barge” journey. In 1987, this barge filled with municipal
waste from New York City sailed down the East Coast. It continued to
the Bahamas, Belize, and Mexico looking for a place to dump. The
barge was denied entry at each port. After six thousand miles of sailing,
the ship returned to New York City, where its wastes were buried on
Long Island.

An academic initiated another event that received media attention.
William Rathje, a noted anthropologist from the University of Arizona,
started to mine landfills for old garbage. Rathje found garbage buried
ten years previously—newspapers, hot dogs, and chicken drumsticks—
still intact, even though they had been buried long enough to have bio-
degraded. These findings put to rest any debate over whether landfills
were environmentally sound ways to dispose of refuse. They did not
return their contents to the soil. Instead, they took up potentially useful
land areas and reserved them solely for waste dumping.

All the while, urban governments struggled with increasingly po-
larized constituencies in their desires for dealing with solid waste dis-
posal. Most citizens (affluent and working class) sought economic de-
velopment, but they were at odds over which types of development to
promote. Less affluent citizens worked lower-status jobs and lived in
less-desirable neighborhoods; more affluent citizens were able to find
sanctuary in “clean” neighborhoods. These areas were unpolluted by
smokestack industries and were populated by upscale restaurants, bou-
tiques, and high-paying service-sector jobs. Both groups fought incin-
erators and new landfills.

Within this context, recycling programs became attractive because
they appeased both constituencies. Recycling also addressed the finan-
cial burdens on urban mayors, who were struggling to discover ways to
do more for both political constituencies with fewer fiscal resources.
Thus, recycling emerged as a kind of “urban alchemy.” Much as alche-
mists had promised to turn base metals into gold or silver, proponents
of recycling promised to convert garbage into a valuable resource. Ur-

8 All of this made the siting of new landfills or incinerators nearly impossible (Szasz
1994). During the 1980s, local mobilization successfully prevented the siting of hundreds
of landfills and incinerators across the United States. This prompted many observers to
declare a “landfill crisis.” The media began to report that major urban areas would start
to run out of landfill space some time in the next decade.
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ban mayors were attracted to recycling’s promise to reduce the munici-
pal costs of garbage disposal (this will be a major theme of chapter 3).
Instead of paying a “tipping fee” to place all municipal solid waste into
a landfill, cities could collect some of the materials, sort them, and sell
them to firms who used them for manufacturing new goods.

The core of this process was the creation of Material Recovery Facili-
ties (MRFs, pronounced “murf”). MRFs are large facilities where work-
ers stand on an assembly line and sort, clean, and eventually bale large
amounts of recyclables (see chapter 3). Recyclables usually arrive at a
MRF in some sort of truck, with different materials mixed together.
Workers use a combination of physical technology and manual labor to
sort this stream into distinct categories (e.g., paper, metal, glass). Con-
taminated materials have to also be identified and removed from the
recycling stream. This labor-intensive process allowed mayors to pitch
recycling as a job growth program. Not only would low-skilled workers
be hired to pick up recyclables, but they would be employed in large
numbers to staff the MRFs.

In the late 1980s and 1990s, bolder municipal proposals called for
still more employment potential through the creation of recycling indus-
trial parks and zones (chapter 5). Proponents of these plans envisioned
large complexes where garbage would be sorted and remanufactured
on-site. For example, paper could be removed from the waste stream,
repulped at an adjacent paper company, and resold to the local news-
paper, producing jobs in the MRF and in the manufacturing facility. It
would employ enough people to generate spin-off economic activity in
local stores and restaurants that could revive urban neighborhoods.
This was the ultimate strategy for mayors, who envisioned being able
to avoid conflicts over landfill and incinerator siting while creating
jobs and making the city a “cleaner, nicer” place to attract relocating
professionals.

While citizen workers and governments became converts of the new
recycling gospel, many firms also saw political and economic oppor-
tunity. Contemporary production practices produce considerable vol-
umes of waste, most of which comes from production changes that have
saved firms money. For example, bottling companies have derived sub-
stantial savings in labor costs by switching to “disposable” containers.
Likewise, packaging is a cheap form of advertising. These changes,
however, have increased the flow of solid waste to consumers, and
thereafter into the waste stream. In earlier years, producers reduced the
visible social problems of publicly discarded packaging waste by devel-
oping a public interest organization called Keep America Beautiful
(KAB). KAB encouraged consumers to “pitch in” by using litter cans
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and to “give a hoot, don’t pollute.”9 In the past decade, these same
firms have diversified this campaign to support curbside recycling.
These firms anticipated that recycling would be helpful to them because
it would create a market for their wastes. Rather then being a part of
the problem, the packaging would become part of the solution—an es-
sential input into a recycling program, which in turn created jobs and
protected the environment.

Moreover, many of these same packaging organizations have been
consumers of the recycled materials. For example, bottling companies
use recycled materials to make aluminum cans and other packaging.
They urge municipalities to develop large recycling programs. Although
this may seem to be a “community service,” the organizational motive
is to increase the aggregate volume of recyclables, thereby lowering the
price these firms pay cities for the materials.

This history will become clearer as we document the details in chap-
ters 3–6. For the moment, we note that recycling emerged with consid-
erable potential for its diffusion, including:

1. curbing environmental impacts of current consumption by re-
ducing the need for virgin materials,

2. reducing the need for taking land around urban communities
for landfill use,

3. decreasing pollution from expanded landfills by reducing the
solid waste placed into landfills,

4. reducing municipal costs of waste disposal by reducing tipping
fees (and, in many cases, reducing property taxes),

5. generating new jobs in MRFs and remanufacturing facilities,
and

6. building important political coalitions around an issue viewed
as benefiting all social classes.

This vision of recycling amounted to a fantasy that communities
would be getting something for nothing—that recycling offered a kind
of free good to urban communities. This was especially appealing in the
United States of the 1980s, a period of fiscal and environmental conser-

9 Interestingly, the trade associations involved in the Keep America Beautiful, Incorpo-
rated, organization started to funnel funding to local community organizations, which
came to operate within municipal governments to support recycling programs. This “Tro-
jan horse” model has permitted still greater penetration of political agendas with the
corporate interests of the packaging industries. For example, municipal garbage trucks in
Evanston, Illinois (see chapter 5), carry a recycling message from Keep Evanston Beauti-
ful, Incorporated (KEB). KEB is primarily funded by Keep America Beautiful, Incorpo-
rated. But its funding is run through the state of Illinois or city of Evanston, under grants
from KAB.



18 C H A P T E R  O N E

vatism in government. Urban governments faced declining federal sup-
port for a number of social programs, along with a federal retreat from
enforcement and enactment of environmental protection laws. Social
movement organizations litigated against administrators of environmen-
tal agencies who used their authority as environmental regulators to
actually undermine the very legislation they were suppose to enforce
(Landy, Roberts, and Thomas 1990; Szasz 1994).

Recycling, in contrast to the conflicts around toxic waste regulations,
was a new kind of “environmental policy.” It met the demands of some
environmental groups that cities cut down on consumption and con-
serve resources. But it simultaneously satisfied the arguments of many
capital owners and managers that all government officials had to act
responsibly, by ensuring that environmental regulations did not distort
the workings of “the market.” Recycling promised to achieve the goals
of vocal urban and suburban environmental constituencies while using
the means of powerful business representatives, who did not have to
alter their economic practices in any substantial way.

Thus, recycling was and remains very popular with the private sector,
the state, and consumers. Indeed, one of the socially and culturally ap-
pealing dimensions of recycling was precisely its potential to “bring us
all together” in a unified program. Moreover, unlike many environmen-
tal regulations, this program had a kind of divisible form of benefits:
households could feel good about separating their recyclables. They
could gain social approval by placing distinctive bins in front of their
houses for their neighbors to see and feel community pride when clean
municipal trucks came by to pick up and sort these raw recyclable ma-
terials. Finally, they also felt they were contributing to local fiscal sta-
bility by reducing the costs of trucking garbage to landfills and by
donating their recyclables to the city’s coffers. Likewise, city officials
and the private sector felt good about engaging in an environmentally
responsible practice in which both revenue and profit generation were
anticipated.

The Disillusionment with Early Recycling Programs

Why did the earlier promises of recycling fade? Two quite distinct and
simple arguments can be made. The first is that what initially appeared
to be a free resource for communities was in fact much costlier to col-
lect and reuse. New York City mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani has been
perhaps the most visible advocate of this argument. Giuliani has main-
tained that New York’s recycling program is too expensive. It requires
staff to administer the program, constant public relations to educate the
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public about how to recycle, and extra crews and trucks to collect mate-
rials. Throughout the mid-1990s, he has threatened to downsize, out-
source, and otherwise disrupt the growing system.

At one point, he proposed cutting $26 million dollars from the bud-
get. Mayor Giuliani spent substantial political capital arguing that re-
cycling was too expensive and that it had been sold on the promise of
overly optimistic environmental and economic benefits. Other mayors
and public officials began to articulate a similar view of recycling as
“naive” or “promising good ideas that never materialized.” In June of
1996, John Tierney proclaimed in the New York Times Magazine,
“Rinsing out tuna cans and tying up newspapers may make you feel
virtuous, but recycling could be America’s most wasteful activity”
(Tierney 1996).

A second view of recycling’s failures has been advanced by commu-
nity groups. They view the history of recycling as just another case of
political goals being undermined by powerful economic interests. For
them, the simplest argument is that recycling has become dominated by
private industry’s decision making. Many are philosophical—almost re-
signed—about this transformation (see our extended discussion on this
in chapters 4 and 6). Caitlin, a member of the Chicago Recycling Coali-
tion’s Board of Directors, stated the following:

Recycling has become big business now, but I think that’s something that had
to happen, because of the law [mandating recycling]. And because garbage
haulers are not going to let little non-profit groups—the true believers—go
out there and do all the recycling. Number one, they [nonprofits] can’t, be-
cause there are not enough of them. And two, they don’t have the capacity,
they don’t want to be business people who make money. They went into
recycling for different reasons, so it’s just a natural progression of how the
economy grows. It becomes institutionalized, and it’s not necessarily bad.

Caitlin, like many community activists, argues that the problems with
recycling are political, not technological. For example, recycling oppo-
nents (such as Mayor Giuliani) argue that the prices for recycled paper
are too low to make recycling profitable. Community activists counter-
argue that these prices are the result of the artificially depressed demand
for recycled paper, a demand that is really a political decision. It
changes dramatically based upon political decisions about: (1) the ex-
tent to which national forests should be logged; (2) the price to charge
for emissions caused by logging and pulping; (3) state purchases of vir-
gin versus recycled paper; and (4) regulations requiring certain percent-
ages of recycled content in paper. From this perspective, the problem
with recycling is that the wealthy have been able to use their power to
skew recycling programs. Resulting programs have favored elite inter-
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ests over the expressed interests of the communities that had initially
called for recycling programs.

Yet a third argument, along related lines, can be made. Although re-
cyclable materials from citizens initially were defined as something close
to a free good, the historical reality is that they were an important raw
material, or “feedstock,” of the waste disposal industry. Thus, the at-
tempt to divert solid waste from landfilling and incineration threatened
to disrupt the operations of a large and profitable waste-hauling indus-
try. This was not a trivial consideration. Waste-hauling firms generate
profits from garbage pickup, incineration, and the creation of privately
run landfills. They are dependent upon a large and steady waste stream.
This was especially true for Waste Management and Browning-Ferris
Industries (BFI), who are central actors in our telling of the Chicago-
area story.10

One way of synthesizing all three of these arguments is to understand
that while proponents initially saw recycling as largely unrelated to the
economic structure, firms viewed recycling as both a threat and an op-
portunity. Recycling posed a threat to manufacturing concerns, who
would have to retool in order to adapt to a mixture of recyclable and
virgin materials. It also posed a threat to primary resource extractors,
whose products might be in less demand if remanufacturers were par-
tially substituting postconsumer waste for virgin materials in produc-
tion. For example, logging companies were fearful that recycling would
decrease demand for nonrecycled paper and, hence, for logs. Finally,
recycling also posed a threat to waste haulers, who had slowly and
quietly built a large, profitable enterprise around the hauling and dis-
posal of solid postconsumption wastes from communities.

Thus, to some extent all of these entities had a stake in making recyc-
ling programs fail. Paradoxically, they also had a stake in seeing that
only certain forms of recycling programs succeeded. In particular, pro-
ducers were concerned that the failure of recycling might attract public
attention to the processes that generated growing volumes of consumer
wastes. In the 1980s, a slogan emerged, referring to the “three Rs: re-
duce, reuse, and recycle.” If recycling failed, firms might face mandates
to reduce the amount of packaging or to reuse it. Both of these options
were potentially expensive.

10 There is some confusion over the name to be assigned Waste Management. When we
began our study, the firm was named as WMX, after some previous name changes—e.g.,
from Waste Management International. The firm, late in this study, returned to its earlier
name of Waste Management. Toward the end of the study, the firm was acquired by USA
Waste Services. Generally, we refer to the firm as either WMX or Waste Management,
although most recently the firm returned to its earlier name of Waste Management
International.
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Thus, the stage was set for what we later describe as a kind of con-
stricted recycling program. In this program, private interests were qui-
etly attended to, while public agendas were more overtly set. Recy-
clables would become collected by waste-hauling corporations wherever
feasible, to sustain the latter businesses. The processes of sorting and
packaging recyclable materials were generally to be carried out by mu-
nicipalities or community development groups. Much of the cost of pre-
paring goods for remanufacturing would thus be covered by public bud-
gets, and not corporate profits.

Moreover, to ensure maximum corporate benefits from recycling at
the municipal level, trade associations for various packaging industries
widely promoted recycling in all communities. These associations
thereby generated a large volume of potential raw material for recyc-
ling. In so acting, they removed much of the pressure on local landfills,
and thereby diminished potential political reactions against producers
of these disposed waste products. Eventually, this would lead to a de
facto competition among communities, allowing prices for recyclable
goods to remain as low as possible. From the standpoint of recycling
firms, the aggregate of communities would ideally produce somewhat
more recyclables than the market actors wanted to absorb, thus main-
taining low prices and supply reserves of the “urban ore.”

During the past fifteen years, these conditions have held somewhat,
albeit with variations. Market opportunities often have led to disrup-
tions of this ideal. With the rise of surplus recyclables, for example,
more remanufacturers became convinced that recyclables were cheaper
to use as raw materials than were virgin materials. Growing numbers of
paper mills, for example, created growing demand for recyclables. Like-
wise, when business conditions improved, demand for paper products
(among other goods) rose so sharply that the “paper glut” of newsprint
and other recyclable papers was eliminated, and prices rose fivefold.

When all these conditions were in place, we saw the establishment of
a new “recycling industry,” complete with its own trade journals, pro-
fessional associations, and lobbyists. A growing market emerged for
companies that developed recycling technologies. These firms produced
a range of equipment from specialized truck bodies, with compartments
for sorting at the curbside collection point, to conveyor belts, magnetic
and nonmagnetic material separators, air “classifiers,” and computer-
based color recognition systems that separate metals and different types
of glass, automated equipment for baling and moving sorted materials,
and even equipment for laborers hand-sorting recyclable materials.

Rather than becoming primarily a “religion,” recycling became an
industry, with all the traits of typically large-scale organizations (see
chapter 3). As one consequence of these developments, however, some
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municipal planners realized that the terms of trade were stacked against
them. These city officials began to alter the ways in which communities
were recycling and sorting waste. In other words, both market condi-
tions and political conditions altered the trajectory of recycling. In the
course of this process, both new opportunities for and constraints upon
recycling emerged. What failed to emerge was any clear discussion
about the choices over recycling outcomes. Locked out of the political
discussion were the social movement actors with an interest in a less-
market-driven recycling process, one that would instead meet social and
ecological needs. This will be a hidden theme in chapters 3–6. We will
return to it in chapters 7 and 8.

Contemporary Recycling Practices

The Increased Volume of Recycled Materials

Despite its contested terrain, recycling—both as a household practice
and as an industry—has continued to grow. We note three major trends
relevant to the discussion in this book. They are represented graphically
by the three tables below. These trends include:

1. the continued rapid growth in recycling around the country;
2. constant market volatility and fluctuation in the price of com-

modities; and
3. the growth of large organizational actors in the recycling

industry.

Table 1.1 makes it clear that recycling continues to grow in American
society. Every year, more communities are engaged in recycling and a
greater percentage of the American population is served by curbside
recycling programs. Between 1990 and 1996 the number of curbside
recycling programs more than tripled, and during that time the number
of people being served by these programs jumped to more than half of
the U.S. population. These figures provide support for the notion that
recycling has become a “cultural mandate.” As the editor of Recycling
Times magazine once declared, “More people recycle than vote!”

The increase in recycling programs has been matched by a corre-
sponding growth in the number of MRFs. The capacity of these MRFs
had increased to 64,200 tons per day by 1996.

Table 1.2 substantiates the growth in recycling as a major form of
waste disposal.

In the past four decades, we have recycled more and incinerated and
landfilled less and less waste. In sheer volume, we now recycle more
than eight times the amount of waste we recycled in 1960—one-fifth of
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TABLE 1.1
Indicators of Growth in the Recycling Industry and Recycling Programs in the
United States, 1990–1996

1990 1995 1996

Number of MRFs NA 310 363

Total MRF capacity
(clean MRF ` mixed waste MRF)
(in tons per day) NA 52,000 64,200

Clean MRF capacity (in tons per day) NA 32,000 29,400

Mixed waste MRF capacity (in tons per day) NA 20,000 34,800

Number of curbside recycling programs 2,700 7,375 8,817

Sources: United States Environmental Protection Agency 1996 and 1997; Carless 1992.

the municipal solid waste stream—and incinerate around one-half of
the waste we burned four decades ago. But we continue to landfill more
than half of our waste, although that figure has also declined.

Thus, every year recycling is increasing both in terms of volume and
as a percentage of the waste stream.

Market Volatility for Recyclables

Table 1.3 indicates that recycling continues to be a volatile sector with
fairly large and frequent price variations. End user prices for any one

TABLE 1.2
Materials Recycled, Incinerated, and Landfilled from the Municipal Solid
Waste Stream in the United States, (in thousands of tons) and Percentage Total
Generation, 1960–1996

1960 1970 1980 1990 1996

Recycled 5,610 8,020 14,520 29,650 46,610
(6.4%) (6.6%) (9.6%) (15%) (21.9%)

Incinerated 27,000 25,100 13,700 31,900 36,090
(30.6%) (20.7%) (9%) (16.2%) (17.2%)

Landfilled 55,510 87,940 123,420 131,550 116,240
(63%) (72.6%) (81.4%) (66.7%) (55.4%)

Source: Franklin Associates, Ltd. 1996.
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TABLE 1.3
End User Prices for Recycling Commodities, 1990–1998 (in Dollars per Ton in
January of Each Year)

1990 1992 1994 1996 1998

Aluminum containers 975 750 600 1200 1125

Green glass cullet 48 49 15 20 10

HDPE plastic 180 125 150 150 300

Corrugated cardboard 25 24 22 25 100

PET plastic bottles 180 110 145 400 100

Steel 64 57 68 60 59

Source: United States Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) 1997.

commodity can change dramatically from month to month and are of-
ten linked to global markets. For example: the supplies of bauxite re-
serves in Russia and the timber is Asian forests are often linked with the
fate of recyclers all over the Untied States. The one commodity on table
1.3 that seems to have maintained a relatively steady value over time is
the steel container. Aluminum prices are always the highest of all com-
modities but remain subject to volatility. Between 1990 and 1998,
prices for green glass dropped fivefold while corrugated cardboard
prices increased fourfold. This type of volatility has been blamed for the
death of many small recycling firms and has resulted in efforts by gov-
ernment agencies to lend a hand in creating more markets for materials.

There are several factors that determine how well markets will do.
The first is economic conditions. Many commodities are sensitive to
economic conditions, and in bad economic times the demand for prod-
ucts—particularly newspapers and cardboard—will fall. Furthermore,
since local, state, regional, national, and global economies are all
linked, there may be significant changes at any one of these levels (such
as a recession or new legislation) that can have a major impact on mar-
kets for a particular material.

The second factor is consumer demand. Sometimes consumers may
resist purchasing products made with recycled materials because of real
or perceived questions about product quality. For example, producers of
deinked pulp have had this type of problem, which has resulted in sev-
eral mill closings.

The third factor is exports. Export markets for many materials are
erratic and difficult to predict. They are determined by a variety of po-
litical and economic factors in importing countries, compounded by the
general state of the global economy.
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The fourth factor influencing markets is the discontinuity between
supply and demand. For products like paper, the supply and demand
are often out of synch. That is, oftentimes a single foreign nation may
begin purchasing large quantities of recovered paper, resulting in a sud-
den supply shortage and price increases. The demand for this export
could also abruptly drop, resulting in swift price plunges and oversup-
ply. The rapid growth of recycling and processing infrastructure in the
United States in the 1990s might eventually create an oversupply, con-
tributing to a fall in prices if the demand does not keeps pace.

The fifth factor is legislation. Sometimes the passage (or threat of
passage) of legislation favoring recycled content products at the state or
federal level can help create demand for these products. Legislation has
become one of the most popular ways for policy makers and recycling
industry officials to develop markets. There are a number of other fac-
tors influencing recycling markets, including producer capacity and
transportation costs, but it will suffice to say that while recycling ap-
pears to be here to stay, it will be some time before the terrain becomes
more predictable.

The Consolidation of the Recycling and Solid
Waste Management Industry

Due to the great price fluctuations and large sums of money at stake,
waste hauling and recycling have come to be dominated by large waste
haulers operating most urban/suburban programs through curbside col-
lection. For example: every year, Waste Age magazine produces a
“Waste Age 100” list that ranks firms on the basis of reported annual
revenues. These companies are either publicly owned or private firms
involved in the collection of municipal solid waste or the processing of
recyclables in the United States. The 1996 Waste Age 100 list represents
total revenues of $23.77 billion. While mergers and acquisitions are the
order of the day, the solid waste industry is extremely fragmented. The
four largest companies account for only 30 percent of total industry
revenue, and seven midcapacity public companies represent 40 percent
of revenues. However, the industry trend is toward consolidation.
Higher capital requirements, arising from increasing and more stringent
environmental regulations, are affecting the smaller private companies’
and municipalities’ ability to operate in compliance with these regula-
tions. Between 1994 and 1996, twenty-eight Waste Age 100 companies
were acquired or merged with other Waste Age 100 companies (Jones
1996).

Our analysis of the Waste Age 100 also revealed that most of the
large solid waste firms are also the largest recyclers, in keeping with the
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history of local solid waste management noted earlier. There are com-
panies with an exclusive or principal focus on recycling. However, most
of them are quite small and are not considered powerful “players” in
the industry. Even so, there has been a marked increase in these com-
panies within the Waste Age 100 list. From 1994 to 1996 the number of
recycling companies making the list increased from eighteen to thirty-
five and is expected to continue to grow.

Another trend in both solid waste and recycling is the changing own-
ership of these industries. Sixty percent of the waste collection business
is still operated by either local governments or family-run enterprises.
But that is rapidly changing as bigger, more “efficient” private com-
panies take over publicly run operations and family-run firms (see chap-
ters 2, 3, and 5). In 1995, 74 percent of MRFs were privately owned
and 84 percent were privately operated. While more and more tax-
payers’ dollars pour into recycling programs, recycling profits have
disproportionately gone to private industry rather than into public
agencies.

The globalization of the solid waste and recycling industries is an-
other trend we anticipate will continue. WMX Technologies was based
in Oakbrook, Illinois, before its acquisition by USA Waste Services, and
had operations on five continents. Waste Management International,
plc, was a British division of WMX Technologies and recently began
construction of a large waste transfer station in Hong Kong. The proj-
ect is being completed through a partnership with two Asian-owned
waste firms. Browning-Ferris Industries, a Houston-based firm, has also
been successful at achieving a global reach, much of which has been
decades in the making. For example, BFI has been operating waste haul-
ing and recycling in Puerto Rico since the late 1970s.

Many solid waste and recycling firms in the United States and around
the world are making inroads into Asian nations because these coun-
tries are opening their growing consumer markets. Edwin Falkman,
chief executive of Waste Management International in 1993, was
quoted as saying, “The growth markets for us are Asia, Asia, Asia, and
Asia” (Chakravarty 1993). WMX and its subsidiaries have also been
directly involved in the drafting of new environmental regulations in
nations like Indonesia and Mexico. A final indicator that solid waste
recycling is becoming a global opportunity for private firms is that the
locations of several recent recycling and waste management trade asso-
ciation conferences span the globe—Munich and Cologne, Germany;
Monterrey, Mexico; and Las Vegas, Nevada.

While globalization is expected to continue, we must emphasize that
the various branches of the recycling industry are still intimately linked
with local and regional economies. The pulp and paper industry, for
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example, is an important part of the southern U.S. economy and the
national economy, ranking eleventh among all manufacturing industries
in contribution to the gross domestic product (Miller Freeman, Inc.
1996). Market volatility in this sector can produce significant positive
or negative ripples, particularly in the South.

The Chicago Region as a Locale for Examining Recycling and
Sustainable Community Development

The following chapters represent a decade of observations and data col-
lection. Over this long period, our methodological approaches spanned
the spectrum of field research strategies, including fieldwork at each of
the recycling facilities, formal and informal interviews, ethnographic
data collection in the surrounding communities, and participant obser-
vation with the Chicago Recycling Coalition, Uptown Recycling, the
Resource Center, the Illinois Chapter of the Sierra Club, and several
community organizations involved in recycling politics, including West-
siders for a Safe and Toxic-Free Environment, Citizens for a Better Envi-
ronment, the Mexican Community Committee, and People for Commu-
nity Recovery. Our fieldwork was supplemented with a decade of active
scholarship in the recycling field, which included attending and partici-
pating in professional meetings along with reading and coding the trade
literature on recycling.

In chapter 2, we briefly outline the theoretical points that frame our
analysis. While we have clear theoretical goals, we also want this book
to be accessible to a variety of readers. Hence, we have not suffused the
substantive chapters with theoretical interpretations. Despite this, our
framing of these chapters is heavily informed by social theory. We out-
line these starting points in chapter 2.

In chapters 3–6, we examine four different types of recycling pro-
grams that came into existence (or at least were planned) in the Chicago
area during the 1989–99 period. As noted earlier, the body of research
on sustainable community development has focused on either highly
abstract visionary theories or short case studies. What we see as sorely
needed in this literature are approaches that present useful theoretical
models grounded in rich, comparative case-study data. In this project,
we set out to collect such data on recycling.

We chose Chicago as our research site because each of the researchers
was based in that city during the core data collection years. Thus, we
had the opportunity to gather the sort of longitudinal local information
about the cases that makes qualitative case study work rewarding and
useful. Chicago also had at that time a diversity of recycling programs
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that were representative of larger national trends.11 These programs
ranged from an old neighborhood drop-off center to a state-of-the-art
mixed-waste processing MRF.12 This diversity afforded us a unique op-
portunity to do comparative work across a range of cases within a sin-
gle industry.

In chapter 3, we discuss the history of the largest municipal waste
recycling operation in the United States. Waste Management operates
four facilities in Chicago’s blue bag program, where millions of tons of
recyclables and raw garbage are processed. These “mixed-waste” recy-
cling systems depend upon large volumes of a municipal waste stream
being processed to extract recyclables. A combination of high technol-
ogy and labor-intensive production exists in these facilities. These pro-
grams have become more popular with municipalities in the United
States during the 1990s. Their apparent cost-effectiveness (Longworth
1998) has led city officials to replace most of the other forms of pro-
grams that we outline in the later chapters. Table 1.1 reveals that, in a
single year (1995–96) the number of these “dirty MRFs” increased by
nearly 75 percent.

In chapter 4, we examine the Resource Center (RC) and Uptown Re-
cycling, Incorporated (URI), as examples of community-based recycling
programs. Their programs were much more modest than Chicago’s blue
bag. But they did integrate the equity, economic, and environmental
goals of sustainable community development theory into their opera-
tions. They often functioned as social movement organizations, operat-
ing in a field with little organized competition. But they were under-
mined by the political and economic influences of the most powerful
solid waste firm in the world—Waste Management.

In chapter 5, we document a variety of attempts to develop recycling
industrial zones and recycling industrial parks. These projects attempted
to use recycling to take items out of the waste stream and remanufac-
ture on-site. This model was at the cutting edge of efforts to achieve
sustainable community development through technological solutions, a
form of industrial ecology that is often advocated by ecological modern-
ization theorists.

In chapter 6, we present the city of Evanston’s recycling facility to
illustrate the use of recycling “linkage” programs. These programs built

11 At the initial stage of this research, we conducted an exhaustive search of the trade
literature on recycling to get a sense for the range of recycling programs across the nation.
We found Chicago, and our cases, to be representative of larger national trends.

12 We attribute this diversity to the industrial, midwestern politics of Chicago. It is prog-
ressive enough to have embraced recycling, yet is not so progressive or politically unified
that it embraced any single model. The diversity of political life and neighborhoods in the
Chicago area produced a multitude of recycling programs.
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upon larger urban development models to balance private industry’s
needs with community needs for innovative investments in human capi-
tal. Evanston teamed up with the Private Industry Council (PIC) to run
a MRF as a job retraining facility for young people receiving General
Assistance (i.e., welfare). After only about six years of operation,
though, the municipal program was outsourced and privatized because
it “couldn’t pay for itself.”13 This paradox of a municipal program ini-
tially created with the intention of achieving environmental, social, and
economic goals being dismantled because it simply was not “profitable”
is a dismal and painful case study.

In chapter 7, we return to the theoretical starting points outlined in
chapter 2. Using the substantive chapters, we develop a theoretical un-
derstanding of recycling. In doing so, we outline a political economy of
sustainable community development.

In chapter 8, we outline the ways in which the history of recycling in
Chicago reflects larger national trends in the industry and what this
means for sustainable community development in the United States.
When we began this research endeavor around 1990, there was a diver-
sity of recycling programs in the Chicago and around the nation. Over
the last decade, most of these programs have succumbed to the large-
scale, publicly funded, privately owned recycling model. Chicago is a
good case study for this general pattern. When we began our study,
each of these programs figured to be major models in the Chicago re-
cycling arena. When we ended our study in January 1998, only the
Chicago blue bag program, run by Waste Management, remained.

13 Ironically, this is very different from the theory and practice in a number of social and
environmental policy arenas, where the social and/or environmental benefits are estimated
for programs through “shadow pricing” the outcomes (Schnaiberg 1980: chaps. 5–6).
This allows such programs to appear as efficient vehicles for achieving social or environ-
mental ends. For recycling, though, the demands of its economic “supporters” have been
that recycling must “pay for itself.” This is a shadow cost of treating recycling as a win-
win program: it became viewed as an essentially apolitical and nondistributive policy.



Two

The Challenge to Achieve Sustainable
Community Development:
A Theoretical Framework

The Treadmill of Production as a
Modern Political-Economic Model

We view the rising interest in sustainable community development as
very promising. The fact that the White House created a Council on
Sustainable Development signifies genuine political and social interest in
some forms of sustainability. However, as social scientists, we also want
to stress that sustainable community development efforts are but the
latest in a long history of urban and environmental reform movements.
These include the Progressive conservation movement at the turn of the
last century, the appropriate technology movement in the 1970s, and
the grass-roots environmental movement of the 1980s. For almost three
decades, we have followed the diversity of such movements, and the
outcomes of their efforts to reshape a variety of social, economic, and
environmental practices in communities (Gould, Schnaiberg, and Wein-
berg 1996; Schnaiberg 1973, 1980, 1994a; Schnaiberg and Gould
1994). In the course of this research, we have studied the social and
political context in which these movements have to operate—the tread-
mill of production.

The treadmill of production is a model that we use to represent politi-
cal economic dynamics shaping natural resource usage in local, re-
gional, national, and transnational spaces. The logic of the treadmill is
as follows. As corporations and individuals invest and reinvest capital
to seek maximum profit and economic growth, there are concomitant
strains on the ecosystem and the social system. Economic growth is
fueled by the continuous withdrawal of natural resources for industrial
feedstocks. Industrial production and citizen consumption practices cre-
ate effluents, waste, and other pollutants, producing further ecological
disorganization. Capital intensification and automation become the
most profitable path in most industries, resulting in increased worker
displacement and underemployment. Both the ecological and social
strains place pressure on the state, communities, workers, and corpora-
tions to address these ills—often, ironically, through more pro-growth
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policies. Each interest operates under the assumption that advances in
public welfare are achieved primarily through economic growth.

Schnaiberg’s initial (1980) articulation of the treadmill of production
arose from two observations. First, there appeared to be a major change
in the actual impact of production processes upon ecosystems in the last
half of the twentieth century. Second, social and political responses to
these impacts seemed to be quite variable and volatile. While some peo-
ple rebelled against modern production, others embraced new technolo-
gies as the best hope for solving environmental problems.1

Schnaiberg later observed that another shift in the U.S. production
system was the changing status of workers. After World War II, the
United States was being transformed from a working-class society to a
middle-class society, albeit one still marked by considerable poverty.
Workers gained new income and occupational opportunities through
the expansion of production and trade, and while the modern factory
needed fewer workers, the new production workers were more educated
and more skilled than their predecessors had been. They also tended to
earn middle-class salaries.2

The new production systems differed with regards to the environment
in two fundamental respects:

1. Modern factories tended to need higher material inputs. The
modern factory was capital-intensive, and hence more energy was
needed to run machinery. Likewise, the increase in production levels
meant that more raw materials were needed. This feature of this new
production system helped explain why ever-greater levels of with-
drawals from ecosystems were required. Expansion in production re-
quired more natural inputs. These ecological withdrawals led to one
set of environmental problems—natural resource depletion.

2. Modern factories used many chemicals in the production pro-
cess. The modern factory used new “efficient” energy/chemical-inten-
sive technologies to transform raw materials into finished products.
Thus, workers were increasingly engaged in managing energy and
chemical flows, and directing their flows through complex machinery,
which created marketable products. This feature led to a second set
of environmental problems—pollution—that Schnaiberg termed ad-
ditions to the ecosystem.

1 His earliest work (1973) had delved into the components of the “evironmental move-
ment.” He identified four different forms of environmental organizations: cosmetologists,
meliorists, reformers, and radicals. Each of the groups perceived the causes of environ-
mental problems in quite different ways. The groups also differed in their views of the
severity of environmental problems. Thus, they offered quite different remedies for envi-
ronmental protection.

2 For excellent analyses see Reich 1991 and B. Rubin 1996.
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Two forms of “treadmills” emerged in this new system. As firms
made more products using more efficient technologies, they also gar-
nered rising profits, which could be invested in still more productive
technologies. This suggested a kind of ecological treadmill. Profits were
thus invested in new technologies that would support still greater pro-
duction expansion. This expansion required greater inputs (raw mate-
rials and energy) and hence greater withdrawals of natural resources. It
also led to greater additions (toxic chemical pollution and other forms
of liquid and solid waste). The implications of this model were that
ecosystems were increasingly becoming used as sources of raw materials
and as “sinks” for toxic wastes, thereby increasingly degrading ecosys-
tems while enhancing profit levels.

The second form of the treadmill was social. After each cycle of pro-
duction, a growing share of profits was allocated to upgrading the firm’s
technological “efficiencies.” Analogous to the fate of ecosystems, work-
ers were helping to sow the seeds of their own displacement. By gener-
ating profits in one cycle, they would help set in motion a new level of
investment in labor-saving technology. In turn, this would ultimately
lead to many workers’ removal from the production process (Rifkin
1995). Some workers gained opportunities in this process, as skilled
technological workers. Others gained employment as their firms ex-
panded, creating new job prospects more remote from direct produc-
tion. Still other workers in smaller firms gained income as the produc-
tion system expanded, requiring inputs from a diversity of firms. The
overall effect, however, was a dramatic reduction in the need for skilled
human labor.

Moreover, as this treadmill of production expanded, it created new
sources of revenue for governments. Some of this revenue was used to
provide some displaced workers social and economic compensations.
Governments now provided more services to workers and families, as
they lost their jobs, through new “safety nets” of income supplementa-
tion. In addition, government agencies themselves expanded, absorbing
some displaced workers and providing alternative employment oppor-
tunities. Thus, there were both losses and gains as the treadmill ex-
panded, replacing earlier forms of production, natural resource utiliza-
tion, and employment.

Yet the treadmill of production’s current practices are inherently un-
sustainable, on both ecological and social dimensions—an outcome of
this current economic and political arrangement (Gould, Schnaiberg,
and Weinberg 1996; Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg and Gould 1994).

Our concept of the treadmill visualizes a political economy increas-
ingly driven by five goals. The first of these objectives is the expansion
of industrial production and economic development. Economic expan-
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sion is generally viewed as the core of any viable social, economic, or
environmental policy. Economic expansion is thought to increase the
profits that corporate managers and their investors require for capital
outlays. Workers are believed to benefit from these outlays because they
lead to increased production, which creates new local employment op-
portunities both in direct industrial production and more indirectly in
the construction and service sectors. The service sector is thought to
grow most rapidly due to the economic multiplier of more workers with
higher wages living and spending within a community. Capital outlays
also lead to higher levels of productivity, which is a precondition for
rising wages. Government agencies need to ensure that national produc-
tion is generating enough profitability to induce investments by capital
owners, provide enough additional market values to maintain a level of
wages adequate to sustain consumer demand, and generate enough tax
revenue to cover the state’s social expenditures. Governments expect
that tax revenues from the accelerating treadmill will rise more rapidly
than citizen demands. Thus, government officials and agencies increas-
ingly share a stake in the economic expansion of the private sector.

The second aim is to increase consumption. Many of the developed
world’s production systems were destroyed by World War II. Transpor-
tation and communication technologies were also still quite cumber-
some in 1945. This limited the scope of production in many industrial
countries. Initially, many of the national markets could not absorb even
the limited postwar supply (Thurow 1996). If economic growth were to
come about through increased production of the amount of goods, con-
sumers needed to have the disposable income to purchase the goods.
Therefore the state, along with private capital, worked to make low-
interest loans available to consumers for the purchase of homes and
other items. This would ensure a continued cycle of production and
consumption. Coupled with this fiscal policy were the marketing efforts
industry launched, aimed at legitimating the purchase of “new and im-
proved” products even when older goods were equally suitable (Rifkin
1995).

Solving social and ecological problems by accelerating the treadmill is
the third goal. Social and ecological problems are increasingly thought
to be best solved “through the market.” Thus, there is an untenable,
almost magical, sense that any type of economic expansion will address
these ills. Poverty will be reduced by a growing economy because there
is an expanded job base and increased wages at the bottom. A growing
economy also supports government social expenditures (for education,
housing, and other needs of the poor). Furthermore, economic growth
and concomitant technological advances provide the funds and tools
required to address environmental degradation.
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The fourth goal is to build economic expansion around large-scale
capital agents. Economic expansion is seen as fostered primarily
through the growth of large firms, the Fortune 500, or “core firms.”
Large firms are thought to be the driving engine of the economy. Their
growth creates the most demand for jobs, and it also creates secondary
demand for supplies, which fuels the growth of smaller entrepreneurial
firms. The wages paid to the large labor pools provide consumption
capacity among consumers who keep Main Street American merchants
in business. The earlier popular slogan “What’s Good for General Mo-
tors Is Good for America” captures this thinking.

The final objective is to construct a political alliance of private capi-
tal, labor, and governments. The post–World War II political economy
was held together largely by an implicit contract or compact. Private
capital’s need for a steady and reliable labor force and workers’ need
for jobs and their general satisfaction with unprecedented amounts of
material gains led to a “no strike” pledge with management. The state
played its part by expanding public education in order to produce a
higher quality labor force, while also expanding consumer credit to
make sure that domestic demand for goods kept pace with the increase
in production.

Thus, the driving force behind this treadmill has been the growth in
market value interests. Market values refers to profits sought by eco-
nomic organizations and to levels of share prices or dividends for public
investors in these organizations. Market values stand in stark contrast
to use-values, which refers to people’s biological and social needs out-
side of markets, such as subsistence (clean air and water, safe soil), cul-
tural (e.g., open space), and recreational.

The treadmill paradigm traces the heightened influence of agents with
market values over other community actors whose values include clean
air, land, and water, and recreational opportunities. Thus, market inter-
changes come to dominate almost every decision made about urban
areas (Logan and Molotch 1987; Squires 1994; Zukon 1995). Even
those aspects of community life that were not previously related to mar-
ket activity, such clean air and water, are reduced to market commodi-
ties. For example, emissions from power plants can now be traded on
specialized markets, allowing high-polluting firms to buy the surplus
pollution-reduction permits from lower polluting firms.

From both these physical and social processes, Schnaiberg (1980) ar-
gued that the diffusion and expansion of the treadmill of production
helped to explain both the increase in environmental problems and the
ambivalence of many people about how much to concern themselves
with these new problems. Workers, as well as investors and managers,
saw the treadmill’s heavier use of ecosystems as a kind of “goose that
laid the golden egg,” producing wages and wealth and new government
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services. Most people were reluctant to address the concomitant envi-
ronmental problems. Their welfare increasingly depended upon market
expansion. The environmental problems, and some of the attendant so-
cial problems of rapidly changing production systems, were played
down relative to the sense that the “market” was producing social, eco-
nomic, and political solutions.

Ours is not the only political-economic model relevant to sustainable
community development. Among others is Logan and Molotch’s (1987)
“urban growth machine” model. They have argued that urban areas are
driven by a select group of real estate developers who create wealth by
developing land, thus continually shaping urban agendas and debates
around growth. MacIonis and Parrillo summarize: “Urban growth co-
alitions—typically made up of bankers, businesspeople, corporate prop-
erty owners, developers, politicians, and investors—seek to spark popu-
lation growth, increase the market value of land, and stimulate the city’s
economy through investment and development” (1998:204). Logan and
Molotch argue that urban governments support growth machines be-
cause they view development as generating more tax revenue. However,
development also brings more people who drive up the costs for city
services (e.g., new schools, sewers, and police) faster than revenues are
increasing, thereby straining city budgets (Logan and Molotch 1987).

Many of the elements in this model are congruent with the treadmill
of production. The differences lie in their range of objectives and fo-
cuses. The urban growth machine is focused primarily on land-use poli-
cies within cities and on conflicts over the use of space, rather than on
the range of natural resources that is incorporated within the treadmill
(land, water, air, and their degradation and interaction with society).
Moreover, the urban growth machine examines only localized land-use
outcomes, while the treadmill includes the ecological impacts of such
outcomes at the local, regional, national, and transnational levels. The
two theories are most similar in their conception of the role of political
and economic power in the use of natural resources, and most dissimi-
lar in the range of social impacts of such natural resource patterns
within communities. Finally, while both can be helpful in anticipating
roadblocks to sustainable community development, the treadmill has
broader potential to anticipate distant influences as they impact indi-
rectly on community decisions and structures.

Conflict, Power, and Dialectics: A Political Economy Perspective

Political economy perspectives tend to be built around three assump-
tions about social processes: (1) local actions can be understood only
within larger regional and global processes; (2) the driving force of ac-
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tion is conflict among social groups over scarce resources; and (3) politi-
cal and economic processes are not analytically separate. Most often,
social actors are using the political arena to shape economic markets in
ways that are advantageous to them. As these social actors accrue fur-
ther market advantages, they in turn use these economic gains as
sources of power in the political arena. This process permits economi-
cally successful actors to generate still more favorable market situations
for themselves.

With the backdrop of this political economic model of the treadmill,
we suggest that community development tends to be shaped by three
important factors:

1. divergent social interests, which lead to conflict,
2. the dialectical relationship between the environment and society,

and
3. the ambivalence of the state as it seeks to reconcile competing

and dialectical interests among its constituencies, which include both
treadmill economic organizations and citizen-workers.

Political-economy perspectives are often used by macrostructural so-
cial researchers, who argue that these three central features of commu-
nity development are often overlooked by students of local develop-
ment, by policy makers, and by other social analysts who work on
microstructural dimensions of community development.

Community Development Is Shaped by Divergent Interests:
Conflict and Power

Community development is neither an evolutionary nor a benign “win-
win” process. It is a conflictual process, where groups with different
motives and means battle to shape the urban landscape (Logan and
Molotch 1987). Thus, any effort at implementing a sustainable commu-
nity development initiative will have to emerge from within a broader
set of arrangements that shape urban politics.

Urban actors can be distinguished by their inherent interests in the
urban landscape. On the one hand there are actors concerned with
using the urban landscape (especially natural resources) to support their
subsistence needs. For example, with regards to sustainable community
development, we find environmentalists who call for lakes to be kept
clean so that residents can drink the water and eat the fish. Homeless
advocates call for abandoned lots to be turned into community gardens
for low-income families.

On the other hand, there are urban actors in search of market ex-
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changes that yield profits; they continually search the urban landscape
to locate elements that can be transformed into anything that will gener-
ate revenue or profit. Firms are interested in lakes as potential places to
store industrial by-products. Developers are interested in vacant lots as
places to build new homes and commercial buildings.

Urban conflicts are often driven by these diametrically opposed inter-
ests. Most actions favor one set of values to the detriment of the other.
One example is local waterways. For residents, these waterways provide
safe drinking water and places to swim and fish. For firms they provide
essential places to store the waste generated in the production process.
Once industrial chemicals are dumped, the water is no longer safe for
drinking or swimming—hence, the inherent conflict between these two
types of urban stakeholders.

Proponents of sustainable community development often argue that
individuals are both members of firms and community residents. These
observers also argue that if we can root people to place and convince
them of the value of sustainable community development, they will take
these personal values into their workplaces (Shuman 1998). Although it
is true that people play multiple roles, it is remarkable how often we
come to separate these roles. In an earlier project, we came to know a
man who worked for a pharmaceutical company during the day, help-
ing them to evade environmental regulations (legally, of course). At
night, however, he worked as the head of a local environmental organi-
zation, trying to strengthen those same regulations. It would have made
more sense for him to use his intellect to bring the two roles together.
This, however, might have led to his being fired from the firm or im-
peached by the environmental organizations. We thus note two com-
mon sociological observations: (1) social action arises from people’s in-
stitutionally shaped roles and not solely from their personal values, and
(2) urban conflicts are often shaped by these roles.

Community Development Is Shaped by the Dialectical
Relationships between Environment and Society

To understand the origins of modern environmental problems, we also
need to appreciate how the environmental interests of actors outlined
above relate to the physical-biotic organization of ecological systems.
The history of expanding industrial production has provided the data to
outline a dialectical conflict between social and ecological organization
in advanced industrial societies (Grove 1992; Schnaiberg 1980:423–
24). Dialectical conflicts emerge whenever social systems have two or
more goals that cannot simultaneously be met. Essentially, the dialecti-
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cal tension in relationships between modern societies and their natural
environments emerges from two axioms: (1) most elements of ecological
systems cannot meet both market value needs and use-value needs; and
(2) the treadmill of production places a primacy on market value uses of
ecosystems, despite the fact that other uses of ecosystems are biological
and social necessities for all classes of people. Chart 2.1 outlines a series
of propositions that delineate the dialectical connections between social
and environmental structures.

There are three possible governmental responses to this dialectical
system—each of which is a type of synthesis in that it represents a re-
sponse to multiple stakeholders. The first is an economic synthesis,
which has predominated in the history of the United States and most
other industrial societies. In this arrangement, the state largely fosters
capital accumulation and supports primarily the exchange values of
ecological systems. Only severe ecosystem disorganization is attended
to, and only when it immediately threatens productive systems or is the
object of significant public outcry. State “environmental” policies are
localized and short-term.

A second state response is what we term a managed scarcity syn-
thesis, where the state attempts some minimal regulation of access to
ecosystems by various categories of users. State agencies seek to main-
tain some balance between environmental market values and use-values
for competing actors and social classes (Hawkins 1984). To some ex-
tent, this characterizes the modern era of “environmental protection” in
the United States and elsewhere.

A third state response is the ecological synthesis (Evernden 1985;
Schumacher 1973). Here the state attaches a primacy to ecological sys-

CHART 2.1
The Societal-Environmental Dialectic

i. Production (the process of turning ecosystem elements into social
resources) in industrial societies involves withdrawals from and
additions to natural ecosystems, thereby producing profit (i.e.,
market value).

ii. Such withdrawals and additions disorganize the physical-biotic
structure of these ecosystems while generating these market
values.

iii. Ecosystem disorganization decreases the use values of ecosystems,
restricting, among others, social access to recreational habitats,
health-sustaining biological supports (air, water, land), and also
decreases future levels of social production (market values).
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tem protection, emphasizing use-values (including the value of preserva-
tion of existing species and habitats) over market values. This is conso-
nant with the proposals of “deep ecologists” (e.g., Devall 1980) and
neo-Marxists, who advocate a reorganization of the social relations of
production (e.g., Buttel and Larson 1980; O’Connor 1988). Their goal
of a sustainable society is, however, rarely supported by modern U.S.
state policies (cf. Hays 1969).

The determinants of the above state responses to these dialectical
conflicts include the following: social, economic, and political actors’
interests in various elements of ecosystems; the power that each group
of actors has to forward its interests in various economic markets and
political arenas; and emergent institutional structures that reflect these
interests and powers. In short, we need to understand how the motives
(consciousness) and power (control capacities) of various social class
segments shape the dynamics of political-economic conflicts and lead to
particular state responses (i.e., syntheses) as these groups seek to control
ecosystems for their own interests.

Beyond this environmental-society dialectic, moreover, the state must
also create conditions that allocate ecological resources to organizations
and social groups. In our detailed analyses of recycling programs in
chapters 3–6, we note how government actions altered both the levels of
recycling and the degree to which social groups received benefits from
these forms of recycling. Central to this notion of the role of government
is the concept of scarcity—both of natural scarcity within ecosystems and
of socially created scarcity of access as a feature of environmental protec-
tion laws. Below, we outline how the modern treadmill of production
produces an enduring bias that pushes state policies closer to an economic
synthesis and away from any approach to an ecological synthesis.

Community Development Is Shaped by the State’s
Ambivalence about Use-Values

The state is both a facilitator of capital accumulation and a legitimator
of the socioeconomic structure for the citizenry (O’Connor 1973,
1988). In its role as facilitator of a prosperous economy, the state needs
unlimited access to natural resources for market values. Thus, the state
comes to depend upon the treadmill, and the treadmill needs to ensure
that national production is generating enough surplus to support out-
lays to capital owners; that it is providing enough additional market
values and social surplus to supply an adequate level of wages to main-
tain consumer demand; and that it is generating enough tax revenue to
cover the state’s social expenditures (Gould, Schnaiberg, and Weinberg
1996; Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg and Gould 1994).
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Contrarily, the state must also regulate the treadmill. In order to
achieve and maintain social legitimacy, the modern democratic state has
to play a role in ensuring some degree of distributive justice (Schnaiberg
1994b). Thus, for example, it must maintain sufficient resource levels to
meet the use-values of many of its voting constituents. It must ensure
clean air and water, safe parks, and other quality-of-life concerns. Typ-
ically, though, this is not a win-win situation. In order for community
residents to obtain access to natural resources for their own needs, firms
must be denied certain kinds of access, in order to preserve air and
water quality and sufficient open space for recreational needs. Yet the
interests of firms are actively represented in the political arena by lobby-
ists and trade associations and are underscored by the contributions to
campaigns made by large-scale firms.

Likewise, interest groups representing a range of citizen, labor, and
environmentalist constituencies have also adopted the practice of lobby-
ing political leaders. In fact, one of the authors worked for one such
organization and lobbied Illinois legislators to repeal a law that would
encourage cities to attract waste incinerators. Environmental groups have
also modified these earlier approaches by highlighting voting records of
candidates and disseminating this information widely to potential voters
(through the Internet and new World Wide Web sites as well).

The economic power of large firms is by no means a perfect guaran-
tee that state officials will universally favor pro-treadmill economic poli-
cies. Yet the predictive power of economic influence remains very high.
Moreover, even if the much debated “campaign finance reforms” were
to take hold, our analyses above suggest the multiple pathways by
which the impacts of treadmill expansion have percolated down to both
political leaders and their constituents already.

Allocating Scarcity: A Central Parameter

Following the above discussion, it is crucial that we understand the
mechanisms by which both ecosystems and political systems permit or
restrict access to natural resources. An ecological perspective on scarcity
emphasizes that production involves withdrawals from and additions to
ecosystems, which produce pollution and depletion of these ecosystems.
These withdrawals and additions create ecological imbalances, altering
the composition of living species or of nonliving substances and upset-
ting dynamic equilibriums of ecosystems (Schnaiberg 1980: chap. 1).
Some natural resources are renewable (sunlight, wind) while others are
nonrenewable (petroleum), thus creating different degrees of scarcity by
type of resource.
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But from a political-economic perspective, there is an even broader
concept of scarcity. Most classes, class segments, and institutions experi-
ence and define scarcity as the increased difficulty attaining use-values
or market values from ecosystems.

For example, firms hold complex relationships to the ecosystem. In
the 1980s for instance, there was a major conflict in Waukegan, Illinois,
over chemicals (PCBs) dumped into a harbor in Lake Michigan. The
controversy came to a head when residents of the community expressed
concerns about the potential negative human health effects of the
dumping. These residents organized a protest campaign targeting the
polluter. The PCBs were dumped by Outboard Marine, a firm that had
fought environmental cleanup for the obvious economic reasons (the
company had already spent millions in cleanup costs). Yet another high-
tech firm, ATD, grew as it developed a new technology designed to
extract pollutants like the PCBs from Waukegan. Likewise, many waste
firms have made fortunes from their ability to extract harbor sediment
and either bury or incinerate it. Thus, while the major response of cap-
italist actors has been to resist environmental regulation designed to
enhance the use-values of other classes, another segment of this domi-
nant class has extracted new market value from the state’s environmen-
tal protection activities. Another way to think about this would be to
argue that the modern environmental movement (in this case embodied
in the citizens’ organization in Waukegan) represents a broader range of
challenges to the dominant capitalist producers, generating a series of
complex conflicts and responses (Buttel and Larson 1980; Dowie 1992;
Schnaiberg 1980: chap. 8).3

These conflicts become more complex as private citizens hold a range
of views. On a purely economic level, environmental protection technol-
ogy has to be funded either directly through taxation or by firms who
pass along the costs to the consumer. Each of these processes reduces
the discretionary income of and transfer payments by the state to work-
ing- and middle-class segments of society (Bryant and Mohai 1992;
Bullard 1990). Environmental movement organizations often see them-
selves as acting to redistribute use-values to a broader social constitu-
ency (Buttel and Larson 1980; cf. Mitchell 1980). But many working-

3 In an earlier period, during the conservation-efficiency movement (Hays 1969) the
conflicts were between competing large-scale capitalist and smaller-scale precapitalist pro-
ducers. The goal of the former was to maximize long-term sustained-yield production,
rather than simply maintaining a limited level of production. Much of the conflict was
within the capitalist class, between competing market-value interests. The rise of organiza-
tions devoted to environmental preservation introduced a more complex set of conflict.
But this preservation movement itself was also largely elitist, with conflicts located within
the dominant class, and largely localized.
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and middle-class segments of society resent and resist the resulting costs
and scarcities of environmental protection (Buttel 1985, 1986; Buttel and
Larson 1980; Schnaiberg 1983b; Stretton 1976).

To explain contemporary political-economic conflicts, then, we need
a deeper understanding of scarcity. A particularly helpful way of think-
ing about scarcity is to view it through the eyes of social interest groups.
We can map out this relationship as follows.

One defining element of the environmental dialectic is the fact that
ecosystem elements usually have limited capacity to meet the competing
demands of political-economic interests (Schnaiberg 1994b). This is a
central dilemma for state policy makers, who are increasingly called
upon to intervene politically in what have historically been capitalist
market transactions (Lindblom 1977; O’Connor 1988). This history of
an economic synthesis, moreover, exerts a strong institutional bias in
favor of market values, as opposed to citizens’ use-values of ecosystems.
However, there are political conditions that can partly offset this bias.4

Accumulated disruption of ecological use-values, disseminated scientific
research detailing this disorganization, and the rise of a modern envi-
ronmental movement industry (McCarthy and Zald 1977) have all
served to provide some of these political conditions. This explains why
the United States and other advanced societies have moved some dis-
tance toward the managed scarcity synthesis of the environmental dia-
lectic, rather than in the direction of economic synthesis.

Our example above underscores this point. The harbor in Lake Mich-
igan can be used to provide market values for capital owners who use
the water as a physical or chemical component of their production, as a
cooling resource, or as a site for dumping waste products. Conversely, it
has use-values for residents around the lake, ranging from potable wa-
ter, a site for fishing and other recreational activities, and a sink for
dumping human and domestic wastes (Catton and Dunlap 1989).

Hence scarcity is an interactive outcome, reflecting biological proper-
ties of ecosystem elements and social users’ criteria for use. A final ele-
ment is relative cost. For users with either very small volumes of need or
with ready availability of monetary resources, the scarcity experienced
will be smaller for a given degree of ecosystem disorganization. Because
of the inequalities of fiscal resources in the highly stratified treadmill of
production, this further biases policy making toward capitalist class
segments.

4 Our understanding here is somewhat similar to Skocpol’s (1980) analysis of state pol-
icy making in that the state is often pulled in several different directions, but also seeks to
retain its own autonomy.
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Political Consciousness in the Managed Scarcity Synthesis

Political conflict initially arose from tensions within the economic syn-
thesis. Withdrawals from and additions to ecosystems from larger-scale
production had diminished other users’ market values and use-values
from these U.S. ecosystems (Hays 1969; Schnaiberg 1980). Environ-
mental reform legislation emerged within a new managed scarcity syn-
thesis in the Johnson and Nixon administrations. In turn, these policies
were implemented by the Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations, and
led to both anticipated and unanticipated scarcity consequences (see
Landy, Roberts, and Thomas 1990).

While representing a change in state policy and some relations of
production, this managed scarcity synthesis left intact most of the class
structure and institutional arrangements that created and reproduced
the treadmill of production (Buttel 1985; O’Connor 1988). To some
extent, however, state policies altered both the degree and the costs of
access by capitalists to ecosystem elements. This “solution” to the scar-
city of environmental use-values produced by the economic synthesis
itself imposed new scarcities, as the ecosystems could not satisfy simul-
taneously all the users competing for the values and functions of a given
ecosystem element.

Managed scarcity syntheses can thus reduce but not eliminate dialec-
tical tensions. Political-economic conflicts recur as struggles between in-
terest groups competing for access to the same ecosystem elements.
What often happens in these conflicts is that one or more stakeholder
groups may initially introduce or control a system of resource manage-
ment, but over time other groups may eventually supplant them. Both
use-values and market values are at stake in these conflicts and are
guarded with “eternal vigilance” (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994) because
at any time they could be challenged. These are many of the underlying
dynamics that have shaped the history of recycling in the United States.

The Treadmill of Production and Recycling:
Overt and Covert Conflicts

On its surface, recycling seems to have emerged as a consensual policy
in the United States. With its promises to reduce landfilled waste, create
jobs, and produce revenue for cities and profit for businesses, recycling
represented a win-win proposition, which garnered support from a vari-
ety of public- and private-sector organizations. Testimony to this appeal
is the fact that over eight thousand U.S. communities have developed
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some form of recycling programs. Ironically, during this diffusion of
recycling a number of tensions have risen to the surface of public con-
sciousness. Foremost among these is the fact that “recycling doesn’t pay
for itself.” A number of early recycling program leaders have discovered
that the costs of collecting, sorting, and baling recyclable materials ex-
ceeds the prices that local organizations receive from brokers or re-
manufacturers. In the many recent articles published in the popular
press, observers have bemoaned such disappointing fiscal outcomes.
However, there has been little political or social analysis of recycling’s
fall from grace.

However, from the perspective of the treadmill of production, such
conflicts are both easier to predict and far weightier than merely some
“miscalculations” by city officials or environmentalists. The superficial
morality play about “landfills filling up” and the “need to reduce
wastes” misrepresents the history of “problems” for which recycling
appeared to be the solution. Such problems represent the organized in-
terests of treadmill producers, whose production decisions led directly
to landfill and other environmental disruptions. Central to this drama
are the bottling and packaging industries, whose shift to disposable con-
tainers and packaged goods has produced the single largest increase in
solid wastes. The major rationale for creating disposable containers and
packaging is simple and direct: to reduce labor costs. Both the collection
and cleaning of refillable containers is somewhat labor-intensive. And
the rise of consumer packaging has permitted retail merchants—espe-
cially larger discount stores—to reduce their labor costs by hiring fewer
and less-skilled clerks whose main tasks have now been reduced to pass-
ing packaged goods through a scanner to compute costs to consumers.

Moreover, these packaging organizations have mounted a disinforma-
tion campaign about their production process for nearly forty-fivce
years, through their “public interest” organization, Keep America Beau-
tiful. Finally, they concentrated their efforts to oppose public referen-
dums about “bottle bills” during the 1970s. Bottle bills would have
added a surcharge to all containers, providing incentives for consumers
to return these containers to merchants and incentives for producers to
refill these containers rather than make new ones for future disposal.
Estimates range as high as $50 million spent by these packaging inter-
ests to defeat campaigns in most states to add a bottle charge for con-
tainers. From an ecological standpoint, these major producers had
strong interests both in extracting virgin materials to make packaging
(petroleum for plastics or wood pulp for paper) and in ensuring that
communities provided sufficient disposal sites to permit such packaging
to get off city streets and out of sight.

Interestingly, these treadmill organizations quickly organized to sup-
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port local recycling in the 1970s and 1980s. Keep America Beautiful
created local and national organizations to encourage recycling (and
other forms of waste disposal exceeding recycling capacity). However,
their encouragement was very focused on allocating responsibilities for
recycling to consumers and municipalities, rather than to producers.
These industries were well aware of the expenses involved in the collec-
tion and sorting of recyclables, and by promoting consumer-munici-
pality obligations, they could evade the high costs of such processing.

Moreover, by widely promoting recycling, they ensured that their
own remanufacturing plants would have a large volume of future feed-
stocks, permitting remanufacturing managers to pay lower prices to re-
process such recyclable feedstocks. So successful were these treadmill
agents that many communities that recycled were faced with a glut of
recyclables on the market. They had a choice of either selling their own
recyclables for a minuscule price or spending still more money to land-
fill these recyclables.

In line with the arguments we made in chapter 1, there is a second
category of interested organizations involved in the shadow plays
around recycling programs: the solid-waste companies that have a
strong stake in garbage processing. The primary revenue-generating ac-
tivity of these firms has been the hauling of solid wastes for cities and
private businesses. A secondary source of earnings has been the opera-
tion of private and public landfills, as well as incineration of various
forms of solid waste (including burning wastes to generate electricity).
To a considerable extent, this industry has gone through a long period
of consolidation leading to the emergence of large national and multina-
tional waste management conglomerates. To some extent, these firms
have an interest in increasing solid wastes, since this generates more
profits for them. In this regard, they have little or no conflict with the
major underwriters of Keep America Beautiful, who produce much of
these disposable containers and other packaging.

A third economic entity has also been concerned with recycling. Scrap
dealers have traditionally been localized firms, with large land plots
available for storing scrap materials. Their primary suppliers have been
small businesses and scavengers, and they typically sell to small- or me-
dium-sized regional businesses. In the case of auto junkyards, they may
sell to individuals as well as to remanufacturers of auto parts. With the
rise of a competitive recycling industry, many of these scrap dealers
have faded from existence.

Recycling was initially placed on the public agenda by environmental
movement organizations as early as the 1960s. However, this movement
gained more attention in the late 1970s and early 1980s as the public
attention to toxic wastes and other landfill problems emerged in the
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United States. Recycling within industrial facilities was initially pro-
posed as part of the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA)
of 1976, aimed at toxic chemicals in use in manufacturing. When indus-
trial interests blocked this proposal in favor of improved landfilling and
incineration, some environmental groups shifted their advocacy toward
three production pathways: the Three Rs—reduction, reuse, and recy-
cling, preferably in that order. While they had some modest success with
some firms on the first two pathways, their major “victory” was in the
area of recycling postconsumer solid wastes, which were requiring ever-
growing landfill space to match rising levels of municipal wastes. Wastes
were to be reduced by consumers or they were to be reused in some
other socially useful way. Only as a last resort was recycling to be used.

Very quickly, however, recycling began to be proposed as the major
solution to the rising volume of solid wastes and the relatively fixed
amount of landfill space. Each of the major business groups reacted
according to its perceived interests. Packaging companies quickly real-
ized that recycling could serve their interests, and they used both the
“public interest” Keep America Beautiful organization as well as adver-
tising budgets to promote recycling as one alternative to communities’
problems with solid wastes. Their interest in recycling was twofold: (1)
anything that could remove municipal waste more effectively than land-
filling would permit continued expansion of disposable containers and
packaging, with less opposition; and (2) if recycling campaigns worked,
the packaging industries would eventually find it profitable to retool for
remanufacturing, provided that recyclable feedstocks would be both
plentiful and cheap. Hence, the packaging industry helped diffuse the
message of recycling as a major solution to urban waste problems in
municipalities all over the country. Both of these strategies provided
cost containment for these industries and deflected potential pressures
on them to return to refillable containers and unpackaged consumer
goods.

Waste management firms were much more reticent about recycling,
since few of them had any experience with it. Initially they feared the
advent of recycling as the beginning of a process that would reduce
solid wastes and thus depress their profits. However, because of their
long-standing connections to municipal governments through their
waste-hauling and landfilling activities, they also set out to position
themselves quickly as a new profit center in the recycling field. As chap-
ters 3–6 will make clear, they achieved some success in this entrepre-
neurial role by using their capital, expertise, and influence on solid
waste planners in a variety of communities.

In contrast, local scrap dealers, anticipating that they would have a
powerful role mediating between municipalities and remanufacturers,
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welcomed recycling proposals. They were the only organizations that
had business experience with collecting, sorting, and selling waste mate-
rials, and they felt they would become the local experts in the new
recycling era. Fairly quickly, though, they became peripheralized in
most larger cities, as the new volume and content of the recyclable
waste streams appeared to overwhelm their limited capacities. Although
they had the experience, they lacked the capital and influence of the
large waste management firms, who rapidly repositioned themselves as
recycling experts, despite their lack of direct experience. In addition, the
rapid rise in volume of recyclable materials also drew new materials
brokers into the recycling game, mediating between cities, waste man-
agement firms, and remanufacturers.

Much of the early history of environmental recycling proposals finds
some echo in the chapters that follow. Yet far more dominant is the role
of major waste-hauling firms, packaging industries, and municipal solid
waste officials. Recycling has the veneer of an environmental policy
aimed at creating sustainable communities. However, it quickly emerged
as a market-oriented activity, reinforcing many of the treadmill of pro-
duction’s unsustainable goals and means. Thus the logic of recycling as
currently practiced is quite remote from some of the dreams and expec-
tations of environmentalists and local community organizations that
were aiming at economy, equity, and environment. Of these three objec-
tives of sustainability, economic goals have, through recycling programs,
once again been prioritized at the expense of equity and environmental
protection. Of the three environment-society dialectical syntheses, re-
cycling has come to most represent a weak form of managed scarcity
and, in some of the cases we examine, it approaches the economic syn-
thesis. In none of the current programs that we review has there
emerged anything like a stable ecological synthesis, although commu-
nity-based programs approached this at their peaks.

Limitations of Our Analysis

Sustainable development may be a noble concept, but it remains unclear
how our industrial societies will move toward this goal. We chose recy-
cling as the central focus of this book in part because recycling appeared
to be a first step on the path to building materially and socially sustain-
able communities. Perhaps the deciding factor in our focusing on recy-
cling was that it was operating across many communities and within a
variety of economic and social environments. When we started our field
research, recycling already had a decade of history behind it, and thus
was potentially a “leader” among sustainable programs and policies.
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But these very features that attracted us to recycling may also give us
pause to consider how strong a model recycling is, particularly for sus-
tainable development activities. For example, recycling coexists with a
variety of unsustainable economic and political activities in these com-
munities. Its very adaptability may make it a poor candidate for the
changes that sustainable development requires (i.e., to restructure the
treadmill). And yet the opposite argument is also valid, namely, that
movement toward sustainable development will come in increments,
rather than as a socially cataclysmic transformation of the treadmill. As
we have argued elsewhere, such movements have two problematics: (1)
how do we attain this new form of social and environmental develop-
ment? and (2) once attained, how do we maintain these new forms of
productive organization? In this regard, the fact that we have attained
several incarnations of recycling allowed us to examine how these were
to be maintained or altered once in operation.

This latter question is a pressing one for us. Within months of sub-
mitting the first draft of this manuscript, there were major changes in
some of the cases we present in chapters 3–6. They required us to re-
think the conditions under which initial recycling programs had been
attained, and what these entailed for their future maintenance. In this
reconsideration, we were compelled to remind ourselves how our
study’s recycling programs were only a part of a production system. For
example, in a recent interview with a former Chicago official, he em-
phasized that recycling was only a part of the city’s broader concern
with solid waste management. Thus, in chapter 3 the vagaries of the
recycling program were bound up with larger issues of solid waste flows
and their management. Likewise, in all of the chapters, the fates of re-
cycling organizations in part hinged on the prices that remanufacturers
paid for recyclable feedstocks. Few of the environmental movements
supporting recycling have challenged the treadmill’s market approach to
recyclable materials, and yet the fate of a number of our programs was
often dictated by low and volatile prices for recyclables.

Thus, recycling, in being a partial reform, has the strength of repre-
senting other sustainable development activities in cities. And it has a
major weakness, in that neither the origin nor destination of recyclable
materials is under the control of recycling agencies. Short of developing
isolated sustainable communities, we must deal with the nature of com-
munities as they really exist and seek ways of understanding them in
order to help change them.

In the following chapters we present a range of case studies that re-
veal the promises and pitfalls of recycling programs in the United States.
We will use the model of the treadmill to frame our discussion of the
case studies. Two other issues will underlie our case studies. The first is
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the continued push toward the globalization of the economy and its
negative impact on social systems and ecosystems (e.g., Longworth
1998). The second issue is the growing disparity in political power be-
tween stakeholders (citizens, labor, private capital, the state) in the com-
munity. Those actors who have the political will to change the presently
unsustainable organization of capital, labor, and natural resources gen-
erally do not have the political power to do so. This is true of the
progressive community groups and social entrepreneurs we discuss in
chapters 4–6. We will return to these issues in chapter 7.



Three

Chicago’s Municipally Based Recycling Program:
Origins and Outcomes of a
Corporate-Centered Approach

Who Is Riding the Tiger? The Alliance between the City of
Chicago and Waste Management, Incorporated

In 1990, the city of Chicago announced a Request for Proposals (RFP)
for developing a comprehensive, citywide residential recycling program.
The RFP was surprising to people in the city’s recycling community.
First, the RFP specified that the program was citywide. By arbitrarily
refusing to consider bids for separate sectors within Chicago, it ipso
facto excluded an array of community-based centers. For example, the
two community-based recycling centers we will discuss in chapter 4 (the
Resource Center [RC] and Uptown Recycling, Inc. [URI]), had operated
successful recycling programs in nearly a dozen different neighbor-
hoods. But neither had the resources to write a comprehensive RFP de-
tailing a citywide program, much less the capacity to implement such a
program. Thus, the city’s RFP excluded the range of progressive com-
munity-based recycling programs that had become important centers of
economic and waste recycling activity in many of Chicago’s low-income
communities.

Second, the RFP appeared to be tailored to the capacities of Waste
Management, a large international waste management firm anchored in
Oakbrook, a suburb of Chicago. Ann Irving, the executive director of
the Chicago Recycling Coalition, called the RFP process an example of
“bald-faced power playing by a corporation with a monopoly.” Irving
and others hinted that the RFP was carefully written to target Waste
Management as the ultimate contractor. Her charge stems from her ob-
servations that (1) Waste Management was headquartered in the Chi-
cago metropolitan area and played an influential role in local politics;
(2) William Daley, the brother of Chicago’s mayor Richard Daley,
served on the board of directors of Wheelabrator Technologies, a firm
then partly owned by Waste Management (currently a wholly owned
subsidiary); and (3) for several years, Wheelabrator’s Northwest Incin-
erator in Chicago was embroiled in a legal battle that finally spelled its
doom when it shut down in April of 1996. City officials knew long
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before this date that the incinerator’s closing would necessitate a com-
pensatory municipal waste management system. Echoing this sentiment,
the corporate watchdog group INFACT noted in a widely quoted re-
port, “William Daley, in fact, once sat on the company’s [Wheelabra-
tor’s] board, where he was paid $40,000 annually. Mayor Daley’s Chief
of Staff represented WMX (Waste Management) in negotiations on Chi-
cago’s recycling program, and Daley’s wife participated in charity work
with the spouses of WMX executives” (INFACT web site 1997:3).
Thus, at the very least, it seems clear that senior Waste Management
officials had the ear of Chicago’s mayor, Richard M. Daley. They often
seemed to act as informal advisers on Chicago’s waste disposal matters,
as well.

Even so, Chicago’s proclivity to contract with Waste Management
appeared surprising, in part, given the company’s less than desirable
public image. Specifically, aside from the enormous economic clout
Waste Management brought to the table, their operations around the
nation have been dogged by a trail of lawsuits charging bribery of pub-
lic officials, death threats to politicians, illegal dumping, and environ-
mental racism—more lawsuits than those raised against any other large
waste firms (Rachel’s Environment and Health Weekly 1997).

A very different story emerged in our discussions with former officials
of Chicago’s Department of the Environment. Rather than Waste Man-
agement manipulating the city, it appears the blue bag design emerged
from the city’s long-term strategic discussions about solid waste man-
agement. Such discussions were initiated in the mid-1980s during the
reign of Harold Washington, the city’s first African American mayor,
leading to a conceptual report in 1988. They were stimulated by a series
of problems with the city’s solid waste management facilities, including
the odors and unsightliness of outdoor sorting centers, leaking landfills,
and the rising costs of dealing with these matters. Initial reports about
the future of solid waste management included a variety of local actors,
including waste-hauling firms such as Waste Management and Brown-
ing-Ferris, but also incorporating labor unions and citizen groups as
well as several city departments. It was decided that the city needed to
upgrade its facilities to meet both Environmental Protection Agency
standards and citizen complaints. This broad committee outlines some
general principles for solid waste management.

However, by the time that detailed planning for solid waste began,
this broader advisory group had lost its labor and citizen-group involve-
ment. During the succeeding regime of Richard Daley, the detailed tech-
nical elements of solid waste management were hammered out, and in
this period regular “players” such as waste-hauling firms had a more
central role (Lowi 1979). This was the period in which recycling had



52 C H A P T E R  T H R E E

appeared on the state of Illinois’s agenda, and the city had to incorpo-
rate a 25 percent level of recycling as one goal of its new solid waste
program. Although community groups in Chicago by then had devel-
oped some experience with localized recycling programs, city officials
quickly decided that this limited involvement was largely irrelevant for
scaling up to a citywide recycling program. In our interviews with one
of these officials, he described the community-based programs as “bou-
tique” operations, in contrast to the city’s need for a “wholesale” ap-
proach to recycling.

Whatever the validity of such claims, they led the city to consider a
rather different model for citywide recycling. Moreover, the recycling
model was from the outset integrated within the broader goals of af-
fordable and legally compliant forms of solid waste management by the
city. In retrospect, one of the enduring conflicts between the city and
citizen-action groups has been one about the centrality of recycling. For
the city, recycling of its wastes from city residents was only a small part
of the larger task of solid waste management of the residential and com-
mercial activities in Chicago. For community-based citizen groups such
as the Chicago Recycling Coalition, however, recycling was part of an
environmental agenda. For the recycling organizations we will examine
in chapter 4, recycling was an environmental, social, and economic ac-
tivity, designed to offset wider social inequalities in Chicago.

Another central feature of designing a recycling program for Chicago
was that the city was a relative latecomer to citywide recycling. This
meant that city officials had the chance to observe the outcomes of re-
cycling programs initiated earlier in large cities. In particular, New York
City’s experience appeared to loom large in the consciousness of Chi-
cago officials. What they observed in such programs was a serious esca-
lation of budgets, primarily because the revenues from sales of recycla-
bles were much lower than anticipated. Moreover, Chicago officials also
observed that the markets for recyclable materials were highly volatile,
which meant that budgetary needs for recycling programs were unsta-
ble. Chicago’s new mayor, Richard Daley, appears to have been espe-
cially concerned with these features, and urged his officials to find a
way to buffer the city from such fiscal volatility.

What eventually emerged from these discussions was a “blue bag”
model of recycling. Most curbside recycling programs are characterized
by the collection of source-separated recyclables. These recyclables are
put into bins for pickup by recycling trucks, not municipal garbage
trucks. In contrast, Chicago’s blue bag program required residents to
place their recyclables in blue plastic bags alongside regular garbage
bags containing household trash. Both types of bags would then be col-
lected by municipal garbage trucks, not recycling vehicles. As with nor-
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mal trash collection, the trucks would compress their loads with hy-
draulic crushers (to increase efficiency of pickup costs) and then dump
them at Chicago’s new Material Recycling and Recovery Facilities
(MRRFs). Workers would then manually pull these bags off conveyor
belts and separate their contents. Recyclable materials not in blue bags
would also be pulled out of the garbage for sorting. There were to be
four new enclosed MRRFs (or “sorting centers”) to remove wastes from
the public eye and nose, and a contractor would be sought to sort
wastes, retrieve and package recyclable materials, and haul the remain-
ing wastes to landfills in Illinois and Indiana.

The reasons for this program design appear to be largely economic
and political. If Chicago was to control its recycling program costs, in
contrast to the New York City experience, it needed a tightly integrated
solid waste management system. Recycling would be embedded within
the larger system. City officials appeared to accept the model of a tread-
mill of production, since they anticipated that they could not control
markets for recyclables. And they also appeared to believe that large
firms could better deal with this uncertainty, since such firms had expe-
rience operating in volatile markets. Thus, Chicago’s RFP was specifi-
cally designed to attract bids from large firms to operate the city’s entire
solid waste sorting system (including Chicago’s new recycling program).

Moreover, contrary to the charges of Waste Management domination
by critics of Chicago’s blue bag program, the company actually wanted
to operate only one of the new sorting centers (according to a current
manager there). WMX had a landfill in the Calumet Industrial District
and sought to negotiate for a sorting center to be placed there, at a cost
of $15 million. But Chicago had plans to build four such centers, at a
total cost of about $60 million, and wanted a contractor to operate all
of them (for economies of scale and to reduce city administrative costs).
Thus, although WMX had never actually operated a MRRF, it antici-
pated large enough potential profits in hauling Chicago wastes to land-
fills that it eventually agreed to bid to operate all four MRRFs. Chicago
appeared to have achieved its fiscal and program goals: it would more
cleanly handle solid wastes, and do so for a relatively predictable cost of
the four new MRRFs it was building.

In contrast to charges from the Chicago Recycling Coalition, the re-
cord also seems to indicate that Waste Management actually signed on
to a losing proposition. Interviews with Chicago officials and the cur-
rent manager of Waste Management’s sorting centers indicate that
WMX had never made a profit on the MRRFs, despite their early ef-
forts to circumvent some of Chicago’s goals. In dealing with this large
firm, Chicago anticipated that WMX would not be committed to the
same fiscal and material goals as the city would be. Therefore, the initial
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contract with WMX spelled out in great detail a variety of contractual
provisions.

First, the city spelled out a sequence of “diversion” goals for the
MRRFs. Starting with a goal of diverting 10 percent of the solid wastes,
the MRRFs would later be required to divert 25 percent and higher
levels of wastes passed through them. Failure to achieve these goals
would make the contractor liable for financial penalties. The contractor
would be paid about $36 per ton of waste hauled to landfills and $20
per ton of waste diverted from landfills. This price structure would ap-
pear to provide a disincentive for recycling, but Chicago negotiators
anticipated that it would induce WMX to recycle even higher levels of
wastes, since the difference in payments per ton of waste would be more
than offset by revenues from selling recyclable materials.

Promises and Pitfalls of the Blue Bag Program

The city of Chicago added recycling to its new solid waste management
system for reasons common in large cities. The environmental move-
ment saw a huge upswing during the 1980s, as hundreds of commu-
nities successfully resisted the siting of landfills and incinerators (Szasz
1994). This massive resistance to traditional solid waste management
practices precipitated what politicians and industry officials came to call
“the landfill crisis.” In Chicago, a similar campaign successfully passed
a moratorium in 1984 on the expansion and siting of new landfills. This
new law forced the city to rethink its future waste disposal plans. Siting
an incinerator in the city was no longer socially or politically feasible
because of community resistance.

The mayor’s office also had to deal with a number of legal and politi-
cal economic challenges. Included was a case being considered by the
U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit, in which it was later
ruled that Chicago’s incinerator ash constituted hazardous waste. Chi-
cago’s Northwest Incinerator had been the city’s principal waste man-
agement system since 1971. The tons of ash it produced every day were
now subject to regulation under the Resource Conservation and Recov-
ery Act. This created new expenses for the municipal disposal of solid
waste. The city was deemed in violation of RCRA because the ash it
buried in landfills did not legally constitute “proper disposal” of a toxic
waste.

Siting a new landfill appeared to be equally problematic. Many of the
city’s white liberal elite were supporting “green” city policies. Annual
Earth Day festivities were drawing several thousands of citizens into
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Grant Park, making urban environmentalism highly visible. Recycling
appeared, then, to be one of those rare win-win policies for the city. It
would solve the landfill problem and please the environmental commu-
nity. It might even provide jobs in some of the city’s depressed areas.

To the city, the blue bag program seemed like a golden political op-
portunity. Recycling advocates, environmentalists, and some politicians
(such as Alderpersons Burke and Hanson) had been calling for a com-
prehensive waste management plan for years. This seemed as good a
time as any to respond to these arguments. Furthermore, the city of
Chicago needed a system that would bring it into compliance with city
and state laws. Illinois law required that Chicago have a recycling plan
that would achieve a 15 percent recycling rate by 1994 and 25 percent
by 1996. The Chicago Recycling Coalition and Citizens for a Better
Environment, two of Chicago’s most progressive environmental organi-
zations, supported Chicago’s recycling ordinance. The ordinance re-
quired that by 1993 all low-density dwellings have “regular recycling
service.” One or more of the following methods defined this as the col-
lection of at least four types of materials:

1. at least biweekly curbside collection of recyclables by the city or
a contractor;

2. a buyback center located within one mile of any building not
served by curbside programs;

3. a network of drop-off boxes. (Office of Technology Transfer
1990)

The city was also eager to explore the prospect of new recycling cen-
ters for their job creation potential. Like many cities in the Northeast
and Midwest, Chicago had faced a continuous exodus of blue-collar
jobs since the early 1970s. Chicago’s job drain rivals those in most U.S.
cities. Entire neighborhoods and much of the city had experienced
large-scale “deindustrialization” (Bluestone and Harrison 1982), leav-
ing the urban core “hollowed out.” Wim Wiewel (1990), a Chicago-
based urban sociologist, estimated that from 1947 to 1963, jobs de-
clined by 18 percent (122,000 jobs). And while there was a small gain
between 1963 and 1967, from 1967 to 1982 the decline accelerated.
The city’s losses amounted to a 46 percent decline—a loss of about
250,000 jobs. By 1982, Chicago had lost 326,000 jobs, or 60 percent of
its manufacturing jobs (Wilson 1996). New industries are highly sought
after in urban centers like Chicago. For example, the blue bag program
had an economic development component that the city valued. Chi-
cago’s four new MRRFs were slated to create anywhere from 50 to 100
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jobs each, a total of 200–400 new city jobs. Current employment at the
four MRRFs is approximately 850, as reported by a manager at Waste
Management International.

Most of the needed infrastructure was already in place because Waste
Management had been providing waste pickup service to commercial
units for years. The company had a fleet of trucks and several transfer
stations and landfills, including the Calumet Industrial District landfill.
The blue bag program would fit right into this structure, with few ma-
jor changes. Finally, after conducting a cost-benefit analysis, the city
concluded that total annual costs for the public-private joint program
were projected to be $31 million for a privately run curbside collection
program. This compared favorably to the estimated $41 million for the
cost of a publicly financed curbside program. And the public program
did not include the costs of the 210 new trucks that would be needed.

Casting aside ecological and social criteria, then, “the primary reason
given for adopting the commingled bag/MRRF recycling program [was]
its affordability” (Office of Technology Transfer 1990). To quote a
Waste Management manager: “In 1991 the city went out to look and
see how should we recycle, and one of the things that they saw is that a
lot of places have curbside programs and they looked at the cost of that.
The cost—because you end up sending two trucks down an alley—it
was cost prohibitive. So they looked at the blue bag program” (interview).

In our field research during 1996–97, we found that Chicago’s pro-
gram achieved relatively little headway towards the three Es of sustain-
able community development.1 The blue bag program did divert a sub-

1 Unlike the field conditions we faced in other recycling operations, we were essentially
shut out of observing Waste Management’s MRRFs. Although tours were open to us, we
found that the working conditions of recycling-line employees were not visible to those
touring the facilities. Moreover, despite the elaborate details about the physical capital
and technology inside the MRRFs, few details about the actual labor conditions were
made publicly available. Accordingly, details on the actual work conditions were derived
from a series of interviews with workers and managers who spoke to us during nonwork
hours. We also gathered considerable data from other local respondents and informants.
These included members of the Chicago Recycling Coalition, a citywide nonprofit coali-
tion supporting sustainable recycling practices in Chicago. Members sometimes referred
us to other sources of information, including OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health
Administration) records on safety violations at the four sites. Our previous research con-
tacts included local ethnic community groups, who had enthusiastically supplied lists of
potential workers for the MRRFs from their communities. They reported the discontent
of these workers, and gave us names and contact numbers of both current and former
employees of Remedial Environmental Management (REM), the subcontractor for lower-
skilled workers in the Waste Management–run facilities.

Other informants directed us to former Waste Management foremen and lower-level
managers, some of whom were discharged because they had complained about the un-
healthy and unsafe work conditions for the REM employees on the sorting lines. They
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stantial volume of materials away from landfills and incinerators. But
despite the program’s efforts, a very high proportion of local solid
wastes was still placed in landfills in the early years of the program
(variously estimated up to 94 percent), including in Waste Manage-
ment’s landfill. Thus the ecological efficiency of this capital-intensive
program was rather limited. Moreover, our research indicated few eq-
uity or economic gains for the Chicago community and its population.

The following composite description of the MRRF operations reveals
a graphic portrait of the social problems generated by the new program.
The composite is based on our interviews with workers and foremen in
their homes, who, like the majority of Waste Management’s MRRF
workers, were African American:

It is 7 o’clock in the morning. You are a black woman. You are standing in a
huge facility (several hundred yards long) It’s freezing cold because there is no
heat. You have just walked 1.5 miles because the facility is not accessible by
public transportation and you are too poor to own a car. You are going to
spend the next ten to twelve hours (often you do not know how long) stand-
ing on an assembly line sorting through raw garbage straight from trash cans.
You may or may not have protective gloves, so you will have to be careful.
Coming down the line could be hypodermic needles, dead animals, live rats,
broken glass, and on the odd day a baby or other human body parts. You
have seen coworkers splattered with battery acid and picking up leaking bags
marked “biohazard.” To quote one of your coworkers: “I can remember the
first guy who got stuck by a needle. . . . The guy got stuck by a bloody nee-
dle. You don’t know whose needle that was. Hopefully, he didn’t get infected
with HIV, or Hepatitis A or B.” This worker goes on to tell us that this man
was lucky compared to one of his coworkers who picked up a bag of asbestos
that came down the line. For this you will be paid six dollars an hour, and
guaranteed employment for eighty-nine days, at which time you will be fired
one day before the ninety days needed for unionization and other benefits to
start. . . . WELCOME TO CHICAGO’S BLUE BAG PROGRAM

Our field research on WMX’s blue bag program was built around
interviews with workers, supervisors, and managers at the MRRFs. Ac-
cess to the site was unavailable during this period because WMX would

gave us detailed information, including some of the OSHA charges and investigations of
the MRRFs. We validated and triangulated this information by using public documents,
comparing statements by several informants and respondents, and obtaining rather de-
tailed accounts of specific events.

However, after presenting our findings in 1999 to a group of scholars and city officials,
we were invited to interview a number of city officials and Waste Management managers.
We availed ourselves of this opportunity, updating the history of the program through the
last stages of revision of the manuscript.
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not permit us to closely observe or interview persons within the
MRRFs, other than in public tours offered at one facility (where it was
difficult to observe workers on the line). Workers were explicitly forbid-
den to speak with reporters and researchers, so much of these data were
gathered from individuals who spoke with us under secretive condi-
tions. From these interviews, we developed a picture of the MRRFs that
was extraordinarily negative—the waste stream diversion rates were ac-
cordingly quite low, and workers operated in hazardous and difficult
conditions, as we detail in the following sections.

Early Problems with the Blue Bag: Miscalculating
Start-up Costs and Recovery Rates

Initially, Chicago’s program design seemed to support its argument that
blue bag recycling in Chicago would be an efficient solution to a variety
of economic, ecological, and equity problems. Yet, in the initial years of
its operations, it became increasingly apparent that the city had mis-
calculated the subversion of the program. The current manager indi-
cated that one of the reasons for the dismal performances at the MRRFs
in their early years was that they were put into full operation imme-
diately after their construction was completed, without a start-up pe-
riod of trial and correction, normal in most industrial plants. Former
Chicago officials who negotiated the initial contract added that another
problem was that the MRRFs came on-line during the period in which
George Soros and other major investors in Waste Management began
their attacks on higher management for producing too low a rate of
return for investors.

Whatever the background causes, three major problems surfaced
quite dramatically in the first years of the blue bag program’s implemen-
tation. The first two problems were exorbitant start-up costs and low
participation rates. We will discuss the third problem—health and
safety issues—in the section below on occupational safety.

Start-up Costs

The first problem was the miscalculation of the cost of building and
operating the four MRRFs. These turned out to be much more expen-
sive than originally estimated. Waste Management Incorporated de-
signed, constructed, equipped, and operated the facilities. But the city of
Chicago compensated the company for its costs and services. Originally,
the city anticipated a capital burden payment of between $5 and $8
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million for the company’s construction of each of the facilities. The ac-
tual costs turned out to be closer to $16 million each (Office of Technol-
ogy Transfer 1990). Chicago thus underestimated this figure by as much
as $44 million.

The city agreed to compensate the contractor for hauling and dispos-
ing of nonrecycled refuse either to sanitary landfills or to the city-
operated Northwest Incinerator (which had recently became out of
compliance with RCRA standards and shut down). This turned out to
be a far more expensive supplemental payment to Waste Management
than Chicago had previously calculated. Recovery rates from the
MRRFs were initially far lower than projected, resulting in larger vol-
umes of materials sent to landfills. Waste Management nonetheless also
retained all revenues derived from the sale of recycled materials, in ad-
dition to their fees for waste haulage to landfills.

Waste Management and the City of Chicago faced a battery of critics.
The Chicago Recycling Coalition (CRC) led the way in attacking the
blue bag as a fiscal and ecological nightmare. In an interview with Ann
Irving, then executive director of CRC, we discovered some of the
unflattering details of the city’s marriage with Waste Management. Irv-
ing described how the political connections between the administration
and the firm blocked any consideration of fiscal and environmental
responsibility:

There was a deal made behind closed doors—that this would be the new
program. It’s easy to see how this happened, in a sense. They also have a close
relationship with the Daley family. Mayor Daley’s brother sits on the board of
Wheelabrator Technologies, which is a subsidiary of Waste Management—
receives a fairly hefty forty thousand dollars a year stipend for doing basically
nothing. And you know, Waste Management has been sponsoring a lot of
city-greening activities and things of that nature. I think the most telling thing
about the relationship between the city and Waste Management was that . . .
the city chose this program [and] decided it was going to go ahead with this
lengthy process of writing an RFP and during that process there was no open
discussion about what this program was going to consist of. But the city was
a little cagey as to what it was precisely going to ask for in the RFP. But what
it was very up-front about was they were arguing that the contractor would
be asked to provide the capital in order to construct the facilities. And that
aced out a lot of smaller waste haulers in the area who might have been very
interested in doing it. We’ve talked to people at Illinois Recycling Services—
no great friend of the environment—but certainly a very growing company
and a company that, I’m sure, would have been very interested in this con-
tract. And we’ve been told privately by them that they did bid on the contract
and were essentially just refused out of hand. And the city kept arguing that it
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couldn’t accept people like them because they just couldn’t be sure that they
would have the capital resources necessary to go with these very large facili-
ties, the price of which of course would increase—even double—by the time
it was built.

Further alienating taxpayers, environmentalists, and other firms, the
city then made another unorthodox decision, Irving noted:

That was the idea, that the contractor would build the facilities and the city
would pay the contractor on an annual or a regular basis for the processing of
the materials and the disposal of the materials. And so the contract negotia-
tions began and basically there were only two companies accepted into those
contract negotiations—Waste Management and Ogden Projects (part of Og-
den Martin corporation, a multinational firm). And midstream, halfway
through the negotiations on the contract, the city announced that they felt
they would save money in the long run if they paid for the capital construc-
tion of the facilities instead of asking the contractors to bear the costs. So that
shows you how stacked the deck was in favor of Waste Management, where
essentially the city set rules that would ace out any of the small waste haulers
and halfway through the contracts—which seems almost incredible—decided
“Oh, yeah, on second thought, we’ll pay the lion’s share of the financing.” . .
it’s like $54 million the city is going to pay in capital costs. And then addi-
tionally Waste Management is going to make a lot of money on annual fees
and, depending on how well the program works, in terms of the city’s own
costs, if the program does poorly, they’ll pay more. So basically they’re [the
city] going to pay for half the facilities—even though it’s a Waste Manage-
ment–owned facility.

We discovered in interviews with Chicago officials that the original
plan was that the city of Chicago would own three of the four MRRFs,
and Waste Management would eventually own the fourth. The latter
was situated on its own property in the Calumet Industrial District. Part
of the discrepancy between critics’ and the city’s position of the
MRRFs, however, remains that the city’s goals for the MRRFs were for
total solid waste management. Critics have focused only on the recy-
cling component of the MRRFs. They noted that in addition to the high
capital cost to Chicago’s taxpayers, the early experience was that the
blue bag program also failed to effectively recycle much of the city’s
waste.

Low Recovery Rates

The blue bag program was premised on two assumptions about keeping
recovery rates high, and costs low: (1) Blue bags would allow for one
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truck and a single work crew to collect both recyclables and nonrecycla-
bles (i.e., garbage). This would lead to a higher percentage of recycla-
bles being recovered from the waste stream as the nonrecycling bags
could be sorted for recyclables as well. In fact, the majority of recycla-
bles recovered at the MRRFs originated in regular garbage bags and
were not from blue bags. It would save money by avoiding the purchase
of a separate fleet of trucks and the hiring of drivers. As CRC’s Ann
Irving explained, “It just was appealing to streets and sanitation be-
cause there was no need to change the way they collect materials. It’s
just garbage collection basically.” (2) A high-tech facility would allow
for the hiring of cheap part-time labor without lowering recovery rates.

Both these assumptions turned out to be false, and generated unex-
pectedly low recovery rates. Although the city did not have to convert
to two sets of trucks (garbage versus curbside recycling), it did have to
purchase and maintain expensive garbage trucks. Furthermore, the sort-
ing of regular trash at the MRRFs required expensive technological ad-
ditions for the processing. This actually dwarfed the alternative costs of
a second set of trucks and drivers. The Chicago Recycling Coalition has
stated:

The city claims that the blue bag program is cheaper because it avoids a
separate pickup of recyclables. But the program will use expensive garbage
packer trucks to pick up recyclables, where cheaper trucks and smaller crews
could be used. Also, any savings on the collection costs will be lost because
the blue bag program will have higher processing costs. This is because the
labor and machinery involved in separating and processing the blue bags is
more expensive than the processing of recyclables collected separately. (Chi-
cago Recycling Coalition 1997)

The assumption the city and Waste Management made about recov-
ery rates was even more inaccurate. The blue bag program was prem-
ised upon a high-technology production organization, staffed with
highly productive workers. But the program Waste Management imple-
mented utilized a hiring process that relied on part-time, and largely
discouraged, labor. The initial assumption focused on the blue bags and
the trucks to be used to collect them. In order to reduce collection costs,
the city purchased trucks that compressed the bags. When the bags were
compressed, however, they broke. By the time the garbage arrived at the
MRRFs, there was a very messy mix in the trucks. The mess existed
both within the compressed blue bags themselves (commingling various
kinds of recyclable materials) and between the contents of the blue bags
and the contents of raw garbage bags.

Workers in the four MRRFs were then confronted with a truckload
of garbage mixed with the recyclables in (and outside) the blue bags.
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Hence, most MRRF employees viewed their job as picking through gar-
bage, rather than “recycling.” The advantage of being able to collect
garbage and recyclables together in one truck and one trip was far out-
weighed by the disadvantage of having lost much of the market value
(as well as use-value) of clean, separated recyclables.

MRRF sorters then had the task of fishing out the recyclables from a
sea of garbage. A single contaminated batch of recyclables could ruin an
entire production batch in the remanufacturing process. Contaminated
recyclables therefore had much lower market value. For example, there
are over ninety varieties of paper. If they are not sorted and a re-
manufacturer tries to use recycled paper to make a higher-grade paper
product, the resulting product will be defective. City officials nonethe-
less defend their decisions by claiming that the bulk of recyclable mate-
rials is low-value paper, and that a high proportion of this in blue bags
was recovered. A memo from the Chicago Recycling Coalition details
this problem in another way:

The system mixes all recyclable materials together in one bag. Recycling in-
dustry representatives say that much of the material will be poor quality and
difficult to recycle. FSC Paper, the area’s main newsprint buyer, has said that
newspaper contaminated with glass shards will damage its machinery. If the
city is unable to sell the materials, they will have to be landfilled or inciner-
ated, which defeats the whole purpose of the program. The city and Waste
Management will not be able to sell these low grade materials for top dollar,
so the overall cost to taxpayers is likely to be higher. (Chicago Recycling
Coalition 1997)

A worker at the MRRF in its early years of operation noted:

If something wasn’t pulled out, it would contaminate the other stuff, then you
would have a bunch of garbage. I mean compounded situations. Say for in-
stance, there were different grades of paper. If the paper was all dirty and
screwed up, you throw it into a bin, but if it was clean and fluffy you put it in
another bin. That paper that was clean brought a higher price on the stock
markets. Same with plastics; they only wanted a certain type of milk jug,
because all of that plastic had a certain content of other materials in it. So if
you contaminated it with something of a lesser quality, they would reject the
load.

To overcome this problem, the recyclables had to be sorted in far
more detail by hand. Waste Management’s MRRFs were designed as a
high-volume process, with profitability dependent upon the retention of
a high proportion of recyclable materials. Large volumes of recyclables
were thus being left unsorted because the commingled stream required
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much higher levels of hand sorting. Blue bags that were broken permit-
ted their contents to mix with substantial volumes of raw garbage tra-
versing the line at a rapid speed. The process of extracting blue bag
materials was thus more dependent upon workers doing a careful job of
sorting, so highly productive workers were needed to separate the items
in this mess of a waste stream.

But the MRRF system was built around keeping processing costs low,
and this was accomplished in a number of ways. Waste Management
used a temporary job service, Remedial Environmental Management
(REM), which operated much like a day labor exchange. In recent
years, a powerful lobbying force in Washington, D.C., for temporary
employer firms has emerged and fundamentally weakened labor legisla-
tion. As a result, workers at the Waste Management MRRFs were not
formally employees of Waste Management or REM. Because of the re-
cent changes in labor laws, they were initially classified instead as “con-
sumers” of REM’s service (Gonos 1997). They had no legal rights as
workers and no legal relationship to Waste Management. REM was
able to pay the workers very low wages and treat them poorly without
technically violating labor laws. Waste Management was also able to
mistreat these workers without fear of lawsuits. This situation was in
sharp contrast to early lures offered by Waste Management. They en-
couraged community organizations to recruit reliable workers for the
MRRFs, with the promise of a unionized status and fringe benefits after
only ninety days probation.

REM “employees” were initially routinely overworked and under-
paid, and both REM and Waste Management appeared to profit from
this. Moreover, these workers had no benefits, no upward mobility, no
pay raises, and no union representation. Through REM, workers were
initially (1) paid a low wage; (2) frequently fired, and new people were
rehired, with no time to learn jobs; and (3) alienated by an oppressive
managerial force. These shop floor problems were compounded by the
MRRF design itself. Having overspent on sorting technologies, Waste
Management wanted to keep construction and operating costs low by
eliminating most heating and air conditioning. In Chicago’s climate, this
means the facility was typically unbearably cold or overwhelmingly hot.
Raw garbage, especially in the warm summer months, generates suffi-
cient odors to make many employees nauseous. Under these conditions,
workers are not highly productive. Nor are they loyal to a firm that
offers them no security.

These factors and the associated low recycling and recovery rates
eventually raised the ire of alderpersons in several wards. This was espe-
cially so in those wards that had previously enjoyed highly satisfactory
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recycling contracts with the community-based Resource Center and Up-
town Recycling, Incorporated’s services. For example, alderperson Toni
Preckwinkle of the city’s fourth ward wrote in a local newspaper that

Hyde Parkers have had access to quality recycling programs for nearly thirty
years. Ken Dunn’s [of the Resource Center] pioneering efforts allowed many
of us to feel that we got in on the ground floor of an exciting movement. . . .
After a year and a half of operation, it seems appropriate to consider how
effective the blue bag program is in Chicago. That isn’t as easy as it sounds. A
great deal of money has gone into promoting the blue bag program. My office
has special blue plastic containers, provided by the city, in place by each desk.
City employees haul a giant inflatable blue bag from festival to festival. The
official message about the blue bag program is advertised in every medium.
However, while I can tell you the reading scores of sixth graders at every
school in my ward, I don’t have a lot of facts about the blue bag program
readily at hand. The official statistic is that ten percent of the city’s house-
holds participate. We don’t know what percent of Chicago’s refuse stream is
impacted by the program. By way of comparison, in Beverly-Morgan Park,
the Resource Center reached recycling 26 percent of the refuse stream with a
local participation rate of 70 percent. If it takes 70 percent of the citizens to
recycle 26 percent of the refuse stream, then ten percent of the citizens are
probably recycling a very small percentage of Chicago’s refuse stream. Given
the official blessing of the blue bag program and the dollars allotted to pro-
motion, this is troubling. Even more troubling is the fact that the City of
Chicago Department of Environment held up a $482,196 payment due to
Waste Management earlier this year, because the company failed to recycle
paper, plastic and glass as promised. (Preckwinkle 1997)

What disturbed progressive elected officials, concerned citizens, and
environmentalists even more was the city’s early reluctance to release
the recycling figures. Several deadlines passed before the city Depart-
ment of Environment made the numbers public. At that time, they were
presented in a format that was confusing and full of errors. Seabron
Morgan, a former manager of a Waste Management MRRF, informed
us that he had witnessed managers deliberately inflating recycling num-
bers in several of the MRRFs. “They started off from day one padding
and changing the numbers that were being reported to the city. I would
question anything they submit. I really would.”

Many of the leading U.S. recycling trade journals were already carry-
ing stories about the difficulties of Chicago’s blue bag program. Chi-
cago’s two leading newspapers, the Sun-Times and the Chicago Tribune
(along with several neighborhood and weekly papers) further exposed
the system’s flaws. At a press conference in July of 1997, the Chicago
Recycling Coalition issued a “report card” on the city’s five-year-old
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Solid Waste Management Plan. Recycling and composting grades were
“incomplete,” landfilling earned a C, and the source reduction grade
was a dismal F.

The “incomplete” grade for recycling reflected the fact that neither
Chicago nor Waste Management had yet released reliable data on the
blue bag program, more than a year and a half after its implementation.
In December 1995, when the program went on-line, the city had al-
ready indicated it would provide little data on the program. They
barred news reporters (and researchers like ourselves) from the plants.
They would allow outsiders in only after hours, when workers were
gone and no machines were running. Criticizing this strategy, the Chi-
cago Tribune wrote: “Here’s a complimentary public-relations tip for
Chicago officials, especially those coordinating the city’s new residential
recycling program: The surest way to get bad publicity is to act like
you’re trying to hide from bad publicity” (“Silly Blue-Bag Mystery”
1995).

In September 1997, the city and Waste Management proudly claimed
they had reached their goal of a 25 percent recycling rate. It turned out,
however, that “exactly half of the recycled material was screened yard
waste destined for the top of Disposal Unit 1” (Kendall 1997). “Dis-
posal Unit 1” is another name for the landfill next to the Waste Man-
agement MRRF. Another hidden issue in the numbers game was the
amount of liquid that is normally contained in trash and recyclable
waste that evaporates during processing. Waste Management counted
the preevaporation weight of this liquid toward their recycling rate.
This means that fully 6 percent of the total 25 percent recycling rate
was liquid weight that later evaporated into thin air. Subtracting the
yard waste and the evaporated liquid, then, we have at best a recycling
rate of 6.5 percent. Furthermore, the vast majority of that material was
extracted from regular trash bags, not the blue bags.

According to the city’s own numbers (released only after repeated
Freedom of Information Act requests by the Chicago Recycling Coali-
tion), the percentage of waste recycled during December 1995 and Jan-
uary 1996 that originated from regular trash bags was 4.19 percent and
the percentage recycled that came from blue bags was 1.80 percent.
This rate could be described only as abysmal. State director of Citizens
for a Better Environment, Joanna Hoelscher, declared, “If people knew
[cans, bottles, and paper] were being recycled at a 5-percent rate, they
would say the program is a miserable failure” (Daniels 1996).

Low participation rates among city residents was another concern
raised about the blue bag program. In order to shed some light on this
issue, the Chicago Recycling Coalition conducted a nonrandom survey
of blue bag usage among the garbage cans of 477 households in ten
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Chicago neighborhoods. While the overall participation rate was be-
tween 15 and 20 percent, it varied greatly by neighborhood and partic-
ularly by socioeconomic class. A CRC organizer commented, “The lack
of participation by low-income residents is especially worrisome and
may show a reluctance to buy blue bags” (Ritter 1996). Specifically,
only 1.4 percent of households in the largely low-income and African
American Seventh Ward’s South Deering and Jeffrey Manor neighbor-
hoods were making use of the blue bags.

In contrast, the more affluent Beverly, West Rogers Park, and Edge-
water neighborhoods had participation rates of 23.6 percent, 29 per-
cent, and 43 percent, respectively. While we have every reason to agree
with the argument that social class was a determinant in producing this
disparity, there is an equally interesting point that neither the media nor
the CRC noticed. It turns out that those neighborhoods with highest
participation rates were the very same communities in which the Re-
source Center and Uptown Recycling had organized recycling systems
prior to the blue bag’s introduction.

To the city’s credit, however, the blue bag program was removing
more waste for recycling than before the blue bag program came on-
line. During the months of September and October 1997, the blue bag
program recycled thirty-seven thousand tons of waste from the city of
Chicago’s waste stream. Most of this was waste that would otherwise
have gone directly to the landfill (except the tons that would have gone
through the Resource Center and Uptown Recycling’s services). More-
over, as we note later, there have been considerable recent efforts
(1997–99) by the city to improve on this dismal record, in response to
both public criticism and to the low recovery rates at the MRRFs.

In response to its critics, the city’s Department of the Environment
has noted that public criticism of the blue bag system serves to further
depress the participation rates of citizens, thereby exacerbating the
problems of the MRRFs. However, the fixation with participation and
recovery rates has also been overshadowed by an equally important
problem deeply embedded in the blue bag system—the health and
safety hazards within the MRRFs.

Occupational Safety Issues: Challenges and Responses

Occupational health and safety at the MRRFs was an issue to which
Waste Management had paid little attention. The city and Waste Man-
agement failed to anticipate the hazardous working conditions laborers
faced in the MRRFs. This is ironic, given that recycling was publicly
touted as a socially responsible initiative. Most materials recovery facili-



C H I C A G O ’ S  R E C Y C L I N G  P R O G R A M 67

ties, or MRFs, are plants that sort source-separate recyclables, as typ-
ified by Evanston’s MRF, outlined in chapter 5. However, there are a
growing number of “dirty MRFs,” such as Chicago’s blue bag facilities,
that sort both recyclables and municipal solid waste (MSW) in waste
streams whose largest volume is household garbage. Because these facil-
ities include both recycling and MSW recovery, Waste Management re-
fers to them as Materials Recovery and Recycling Facilities, or MRRFs.
MSW is material that one inspection service ruled “a very high health
hazard, and must not be sorted by hand” (Ritter 1996).

In the first two years of the recycling program, we spoke to more
than two dozen workers and managers who were employed by Waste
Management in the blue bag system. Their stories resembled those of
laborers in the sweatshops, steel mills, coal mines, textile mills, and
meat factories of the nineteenth century United States, as well as in the
contemporary Third World. Health and safety hazards at the MRRFs
included a number of threats to worker well-being.

Recycling sorting centers are not normally thought of as workplaces
that process chemical toxins. Yet workers at the Waste Management
MRRFs routinely handle toxic substances. And because household haz-
ardous waste is unregulated, the plastic and metal containers that recy-
cling centers collect often contain residues of these toxic wastes. As one
worker explained, he came into close contact with “anything and every-
thing that people just normally throw out in their garbage”—bleach,
battery acid, paint and paint thinner, inks, dyes, razor blades, and
homemade explosives. Recycling facilities were also not intended for
processing medical wastes. Yet MRRF workers also routinely handled
these materials. Darnell, one Waste Management employee, explained:
“They say that there is no medical waste from the garbage. But I find
that totally impossible to believe, because if someone is sick at home
and they regurgitate in their garbage can or use tissues or whatever,
that’s medical waste.”

Workers punctured by syringes and hypodermic needles or sprayed
with battery acid were some of the most common and potentially lethal
accidents in these materials recovery facilities (Horowitz 1994; Powell
1992; Ritter 1996), a situation exacerbated by workers’ widespread fear
of contracting HIV. A former Waste Management manager, later turned
whistle-blower, offered the following institutional analysis of the rise of
medical wastes in household garbage streams:

Let’s take for example, the medical waste issue alone . . . in terms of the
whole medical field, it now has changed. Fewer and fewer people are allowed
to stay in hospitals. Most, practically every, procedure that they can think of
that they could put into an outpatient basis—they’re doing it. Which means
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that people are taking all kinds of hypodermic needles, colostomy bags, and
all this stuff home and disposing of it in the garbage. Just say, for example, all
the people who are diabetics, all of the people who are forced out of the
hospital because their insurance will not allow them to stay any longer, they
feel like they can be better taken care of at home. Now they’re sending in
nurses; there’s a whole network that they send out to people’s houses. The
reason I know this is because my dad just had serious surgery not too long
ago. And he was taking all different kinds of injectables and . . . he had a
colostomy bag for a while. . . . My point is just think of all the people who
have a legitimate use for hypodermic needles, who have a legitimate—a hos-
pital-prescribed—use for all of these items that are normally disposed of in a
hospital setting.

Later discussions with a health professional confirmed that these prac-
tices are indeed widespread among hospitals, particularly given the con-
tinuing restructuring of the health care industry. These environmental
hazards added a new and disturbing dimension to the discourse around
the “health care crisis” in this nation.

Waste Management’s MRRF workers also have experienced shock
and stress on a routine basis. For example, Edward, a former employee,
told of a grisly incident that occurred during an evening shift: “I
worked in the primary department. That’s where the trucks dump raw
garbage right there. One time a dead lady was dumped on the floor in
front of me. . . . One woman [employee] fainted and everybody else
was screaming. A couple of guys were just wandering around on the
catwalk [a forty-foot structure] looking like they was dazed.”

Later, at the same MRRF, two deceased human infants were discov-
ered on the recycling line on subsequent days. Thus, psychological and
physical hazards intermingled as people desperate for gainful employ-
ment and job security were pressured to continue working in the face of
gross health and safety violations. As Chicago is a city where the Afri-
can American unemployment rate is greater than 50 percent in some
neighborhoods (Wilson 1996), it is not difficult to understand one
worker’s explanation: “You never turn down work when you’re looking
for it. [But] you also have to think of your safety because that job might
be there next year, but if you contracted some disease, you might not be
there next year.”

Thus, the city of Chicago misspecified the types of jobs its recycling
program would create. While the blue bag program had created at least
four hundred jobs in the city, these jobs were highly problematic, in
four respects.

First, they paid below a living wage. The average worker at the facil-
ity made $6 an hour. Without a vacation, the worker might earn a gross
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income of $12,500 a year (assuming periodic overtime earnings)—
about half of what a Chicago sanitation worker took home in 1988. In
Chicago, this was not enough money to support a family. It is socially
stressful when somebody works a full-time job and cannot support their
family, which condemns the family to poverty. It sends a message to the
children of these workers that work is not valuable: your parent can
work full-time and your family can still live in poverty. Each of the four
hundred recycling jobs thus relegated a family to poverty and created
few incentives for children to seek employment in the formal economy.

Such crucial issues of job quality and remuneration are often ignored
by poverty policy experts (see Wilson 1996). Recent research nonethe-
less reported an alarming increase in the number of Americans who are
working poor (Levitan and Shapiro 1987; Schwarz and Volgy 1992).
Urban areas suffer from unemployment and underemployment, but
even the working citizenry often experience deplorable employment
conditions and a very low quality of life. So the usual call for “job
creation” without a thoughtful plan for employment that is meaningful
and safe at a livable wage will repeat the same mistakes the blue bag’s
administrators’ made.

The second reason the MRRF jobs were problematic is that they were
initially short-term jobs. The REM temporary firm’s involvement seemed
to ensure that most of the workers would be at the facility for only a
brief period of time. Even if the pay were good, the worker was not
employed long enough to get his or her family back on its feet.

The third problem is that these were deskilled jobs. Even though the
facility was a high-tech structure, most of the jobs were low-tech
(Wellin 1997). This is a trend we see occurring in many industries that
on the outside appear to be high paying and high skilled. On the inside,
these industries (including microchip makers, telecommunications ser-
vices, and banks—see Pellow 1999) offer mostly low-paid, low-skilled
employment. At the Chicago MRRFs, workers were not acquiring skills
through their recycling employment. Even if the jobs did not pay well
and were short-term, they could still have been good jobs if workers
acquired new skills and became more marketable (see chapter 5 for
Evanston’s approach to this). Hence, these recycling jobs supported nei-
ther the community (through wages for families) nor the future pros-
pects of workers (by increasing human capital).

Fourth and finally, the MRRF jobs created ill will in low-income eth-
nic communities. The MRRFs initially used strong-arm coercive man-
agement styles to maintain production schedules. Several workers spoke
to journalists about the deplorable health and safety conditions in the
plants. In response, REM issued a memo to its employees “strictly pro-
hibiting” any communication with the media. Workers were explicitly
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instructed to respond with “no comment” to any inquiries about work-
ing conditions in the MRRFs. They were warned that “violation of this
work rule may result in disciplinary action, up to and including immedi-
ate termination of employment.”

Unfortunately, this was only the surface of a systematic pattern of
exploitation by management in these early years. Workers regularly
complained of being harassed by foremen and managers who rarely let
them leave the sorting lines to use the bathrooms. Moreover, managers
arbitrarily instituted mandatory overtime. One whistle-blowing former
manager recalled, that the managers’ “philosophy was to ‘keep your
foot in their ass.’ That was their verbal philosophy, as communicated to
us. That is bound to fail. Nothing new about that.” He went on to
describe the extent of the coercive conditions in his the plant:

Yeah, you know that anybody working in those places needs a tetanus shot.
You know with all of the dust and bacteria floating around in the air. If you
bump your leg on a piece of metal and prick yourself . . . anything can hap-
pen [they weren’t given the shots]. . . . Well it’s because of the costs. The
thing is that an enormous amount of money changed hands, but all of the
workers were circumvented from all that. They were the last-thought-of part
of the puzzle. They had all of these specifications as to how the plant should
be built, but they had nothing in regards to workers’ safety, training, em-
ployee retention, none of that. . . . [Man’s name] was the site supervisor for
REM and when things took a turn for the worse when everybody started to
riot at the Medill plant and all the [pay]checks were coming in bad [under-
paid, miscalculated], we had armed guards. I don’t know if they were police-
men or not, but they looked like street thugs. They were sitting around the
dining room making sure that workers weren’t going to bust any windows
out or anything.

Thus workers at Waste Management were treated poorly and often
had to concentrate their efforts on resisting conditions, rather than on
simply working productively. There were other barriers facing em-
ployees who sought job security. The following quote was from a col-
lege course paper written by another former manager of Waste Manage-
ment’s MRRFs:

At the rate of hours we are expected to work, using the hourly scale to esti-
mate pay, moneys not paid range between $18,000 and $23,000 annually. My
check stubs indicate a 40-hour workweek; however, my actual average work-
week is closer to 68–70 hours per week. The conditions under which we
work include lack of heat, lack of hot or cold water as well as lack of hand
washing facilities after using portable toilets. . . . The majority of female em-
ployees have school-age children and are single parents. They seemingly fit the
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stereotype seen and portrayed in our media as inner-city blacks who only
want something for nothing. Although I have found this not to be true, our
superiors believe this to be so; consequently, the way upper management
treats them is colored by management’s personal biases. Our plant is some-
what difficult to reach, even by car. Half of our workers walk 1.5 miles or
more through open fields to get to work. There is no public transportation in
the area. When hourly workers have to pick up their children from elemen-
tary schools, our supervisors get angry and want to fire or terminate them.

Like many marginalized workers in the current political economy,
REM employees faced few opportunities for secure employment. Even
middle managers of large corporations have no immunity from down-
sizing (Ehrenreich 1990; Rifkin 1995). Recycling workers are especially
vulnerable in the labor market because they are low-skilled and have no
collective bargaining power. Without postsecondary education or union
representation, they face few opportunities for meaningful or ade-
quately compensated work. Even though they add value to the dis-
carded recyclables, they themselves rarely gain any real value (human
capital, skills). (By contrast, in chapter 5, we outline a parallel MRF in
Evanston, which dealt directly with these problems by recruiting work-
ers to a recycling center, where they were provided with on-site employ-
ment training and placement in better positions after they had com-
pleted their stint in recycling.)

Not only was the work at the MRRF alienating because of its dead-
end nature, but it was also physically hazardous. Most MRFs are non-
union shops, as were the Chicago MRRFs. However, by law, employers
had to follow a number of safety procedures to ensure worker well-
being. These regulations were often ignored in the waste management
field. For example, in 1994, thousands of waste industry employers
failed to comply with the following regulations (Vogel 1995:80):

1. keep a log of injuries and illness;
2. provide proper protective gear and equipment to workers;
3. post signs and notices detailing safety procedures and workers’

rights; and
4. communicate all possible work-related hazards to each employee.

On January 1, 1998, new safety standards for commingled (i.e.,
“dirty”) MRRFs in the United States went into effect. These are volun-
tary performance standards, proposed by the American National Stan-
dards Institute (ANSI), and are expected to produce major changes in
MRF design and operation. The new standard targets several safety and
health areas, including adequate machine guarding, collisions, er-
gonomics, and hazardous materials such as blood-borne pathogens.
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While this standard’s intention might be laudable, it was limited in its
scope, and as a voluntary initiative has no legal bearing on MRF
operators.

More broadly, dangerous and exploitative working conditions made
news headlines during 1996 and 1997, when the scourge of sweatshops
received media attention. In response, President Clinton’s Task Force on
Sweatshops released a Workplace Code of Conduct for all corporations.
This code prohibits harassment or abuse of employees, the use of child
labor, and forced labor. It also encourages health and safety, collective
bargaining, prevailing wages, reasonable work hours, and overtime
compensation. Based on the data we had amassed, in 1995–97 Waste
Management violated six of the nine points on this code of conduct in
their Chicago MRRFs. Secondly, we note that this code was designed
for the apparel industry, where it is known that sweatshops predomi-
nate. The problem we find is that sweatshoplike, exploitative conditions
can and do exist in all industries, even “green” industries such as recy-
cling (Pellow 1996b, 1998 a, b).

Reclaiming the MRRFs: Chicago’s Attempt to Regain Control

In our interviews with Chicago officials and Waste Management man-
agers following the completion of our field research, we discovered that
city inspectors had also begun to provide feedback to city officials that
the program was not adequately functioning. Reflecting on this history,
a former senior official of Chicago city government indicated that he
was not surprised. In his experience, every public-private partnership
succeeded only when the public officials exerted firm sanctions over the
private sector. By 1997, Chicago officials were beginning to do that. On
the basis that recovery and diversion rates were far below the contrac-
tual goals, they refused contract payment to Waste Management. By
that time, managers at the MRRFs had been replaced several times as
Waste Management sought to recover profits from a losing proposition.
When prices for recyclables decreased, in fact, they had essentially
passed most of the waste stream through the MRRFs, and collected
their waste-hauling fees.

Chicago escalated its control over WMI managers through retaining
an independent consulting firm to advise on improvements in the sort-
ing centers. In its efforts to tame and redirect this organization, it initi-
ated a variety of changes in the MRRFs aimed at improving both recov-
ery rates and working conditions. Generally, these tended to raise the
operating costs at the MRRFs, and Waste Management officials reacted
negatively. According to a former senior Chicago official, Waste Man-
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agement initially attempted to use its political connections to offset the
new controls. This official indicated that Waste Management “never
expected to have its contract actually enforced by Chicago.” But Chi-
cago’s political leaders firmly indicated that they expected such compli-
ance, and the city staff pushed forward their proposals.

After much foot-dragging, Waste Management brought in a new
manager for the MRRFs, someone with a history of turning around
failing operations. This seemed to augur a new era for Chicago, as there
was for the first time an actual partnership between the city and its
contractor. Our interviews with the manager indicated that he saw im-
provement of working conditions as a key component of raising pro-
ductivity levels in diverting materials at the sorting centers. Under his
leadership, a variety of work changes were initiated. Improvements
included new heating and cooling of the MRRFs, to enhance worker
comfort; establishment through REM of union status for the sorting
workers; and sustained attention to reducing turnover rates (which ap-
proached 30 percent per month in the early years).

According to this official, sorting workers, city staff, and managers
began to work collaboratively for the first time. The sorting line was
slowed down and the height of materials on the line reduced so that
workers had more access to recyclable materials. City staff and man-
agers engaged in line sorting so they could understand some of the sort-
ing problems. Managers sought insights from workers about how to
improve sorting productivity. As these suggestions were followed and
productivity was raised, a new bonus scheme was introduced. Workers’
pay bonuses ranged as high as $1.60 to $2.13 an hour, in addition to
their base rates of $6.50 to $8.00 per hour. These bonuses were paid to
an entire shift of workers, based on the volumes of materials that they
successfully extracted from the sorting line.

In addition, some mechanical sorters for metals were added and new
procedures for sorting yard wastes were added to the sorting line. As a
result of all these changes, in 1998–99 the MRRFs achieved their con-
tractual goals for the first time in the system’s history. Additionally, the
plant experienced reduced turnover rates for sorting workers, which
dropped from 25–28 percent per month in the MRRFs’ early years to
less than 10 percent currently (reported by the present manager). In
addition, safety meetings were scheduled regularly at all the MRRFs.
According to the new manager, recycling has ranked close to mining
occupations in its safety record. But he has introduced improvements
both on the line and between line workers and mechanical vehicles in
the plants. Among other techniques, he has instituted a program of re-
porting and analyzing “near misses,” as well as actual accidents involv-
ing worker injuries. In addition, there are more staff positions with sta-
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ble incumbents monitoring work conditions to spot hazardous work
situations.

Nonetheless, none of the managers or officials have any delusion
about recycling work. The current manager noted that “no one ever
wanted to grow up to be a garbage sorter,” but he has acted nonetheless
to improve financial rewards and safety for sorters on the line. Despite
the fact that the MRRFs are still losing money for Waste Management,
they are now losing less money than in the early years. And the work
improvements and other efficiency gains in diverting materials have
been paid for by higher productivity in the sorting centers. For example,
in its earlier operations, sorters averaged 140 pounds of recyclable ma-
terials per hour, but now have achieved rates of 310 pounds per hour,
reported by WMI’s current manager. The manager of the sorting centers
acknowledges that Chicago’s design for recycling is far from ideal, but
that he is working with the system as he inherited it. City officials
remain optimistic about the overall system, perhaps because they claim
it has achieved most of their major economic and waste management
goals.

Although criticism of the system continues (e.g., Killian 1999), city
staff see recycling as now operating within their broad goals for a solid
waste management system. Among the remaining problems of the sys-
tem is a relatively low residential participation rate. The tensions re-
main, despite attention to some of the early problems of recycling that
we described above, in part because of the “fully only” differences be-
tween critics and defenders of the system. Critics view the performance
of the city as “only” partly achieving the ideal goals of the three Es,
while defenders from the city staff see it as “fully” accomplishing much
more than earlier systems in Chicago had (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994:
228–31).

Conclusion: The Blue Bag Program and the Three Es of
Sustainable Community Development

Firms typically resist reforms or proposals that challenge their market
share or position in the political economy. Waste Management and the
city of Chicago have repeatedly defended the blue bag program on each
of the three Es—economic, ecological, and equity dimensions—of sus-
tainable community development. They also defended the program
when challenged with evidence that working conditions were unsafe.

The poor performance of the MRRFs somewhat mirrored the blue
bag’s track record in other states, according to the Chicago Recycling
Coalition:
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Attempts to implement similar programs in other cities have run into prob-
lems. Houston decided to dump the blue bag after a 10–month pilot test. In
Omaha, Nebraska, the contractor separating the blue bags went bankrupt a
few weeks after the program was implemented. Waste Management, Inc. now
sorts the blue bags in Omaha but at a much higher cost than Chicago [offi-
cials] estimated its blue bag program would cost. In Brown County, Wiscon-
sin, the Solid Waste Department conducted a test mixing plastic bags of
recyclables in with garbage and deemed it a failure. (Chicago Recycling Coali-
tion 1997)

The manager of a Browning-Ferris, Incorporated, MRF near down-
town Chicago also argued that: “the blue bag program is a farce. It
hasn’t worked anywhere else. We expect it to fail in two years at the
most. They’re not committed to recycling at all. In fact, an assistant to
the commissioner of the Chicago Department of Environment says that
if the program does fail, at least the MRRFs will make good waste
transfer stations!”

Despite this evidence and ill will, both Waste Management and the
city dismissed these stories. They claimed that the other blue bag sys-
tems were not as “comprehensive” or as “well planned” and “test pi-
loted” as Chicago’s program. City officials and Waste Management
spokespersons also fought back with salvos aimed at the Chicago Re-
cycling Coalition (CRC), for example. William Abolt, Chicago’s former
deputy environment commissioner (and current acting commissioner),
came close to blaming CRC for the blue bag’s failure: “Chicken Little
has found a job as spokesperson for the CRC. . . . It’s almost like it’s an
effort to destroy public confidence. . . . The recycling coalition is ba-
sically being a wet blanket” (Daniels 1996). Ironically, despite these re-
jections of external criticisms of the program, the city itself quietly de-
termined that the initial operations were dismally below target and set
out to reform the program. The former commissioner of the city’s De-
partment of the Environment, Henry Henderson, noted that “anyone
who expects that a private firm will eagerly undertake public business”
is naive, and that the initial failures of Waste Management were not
unusual in such “partnerships.”

The blue bag program nonetheless does not seem to be a step in the
direction of sustainable community development. Rather, it is a pro-
gram where profitability was gained by squeezing low-wage labor and
producing questionable environmental impacts. Later improvements
may have enhanced the working conditions and diversion rates at the
four sorting centers. However, recycling in Chicago is deeply embedded
within the broader goals of affordable solid waste management. Be-
cause of this, recycling activities do not afford substantial occupational
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opportunities. Rather, the continuing low status of recycling sorters ap-
proximates what Bennett Harrison (1994) refers to as the “low road”
to economic growth. We refer to this model as the “corporate-centered”
approach to development.

The corporate-centered approach stands in sharp contrast to sustain-
able community development. Generally, it is premised on first asking
what the community can do to support private capital, rather than on
the reverse. Ironically, Chicago achieved somewhat of an inversion of
this approach. City officials did try to negotiate what Waste Manage-
ment could do for the city. But their goals were primarily protective of
the city budget, and they did not proactively seek recycling as an alter-
native source for creating value for the city. Indeed, it deferred these
issues initially to Waste Management, encouraging the corporation to
be creative in finding financial resources from recycled waste and in
protecting the city from the losses or gains from this value-creating ac-
tivity. Even today, recycling sorters are not city workers (or employees
of Waste Management—they remain REM employees).

In this as in many other cases of corporate-centered development, the
result is often a poor use of human, natural, and economic resources. In
the case of the blue bag, for example, the city, workers, and the ecosys-
tem were all taxed more than is necessary. The program’s initial failures
included:

1. low recovery rates and poor quality materials produced;
2. low wages and poor working conditions for laborers;
3. increased ecological disruption in low-income neighborhoods as

facilities attracted rodents and produced noxious odors; and,
4. an expensive program with contracts that inhibited restructur-

ing, and one where city investments in infrastructure might be lost.

The reformulated blue bag system today has made some small im-
provements. It does achieve some increase in ecological protection, be-
cause some larger share (between 5–25 percent) of solid wastes is re-
cycled. However, the program explicitly ignores the social goals that
originally drove recycling’s development. Even the reformed blue bag
program directly ties workers’ wages into a productivity scheme that
benefits Waste Management more than it does most of its sorting work-
ers. We are reminded that even with the improved recycling operations
in Chicago, its program echoes Kacandes’s (1991: 53) view of recycling:

Recycling is manufacturing, and manufacturing is business, not disposal. . . .
Some practitioners think of market development simply as local business pro-
motion. Others see it as the progressive restructuring of the world economy to
fully accommodate recycling. It is, of course, both. . . . The ultimate goal in
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market development is to increase investment in industry’s capacity to recycle.
Goals such as getting municipal suppliers together with reliable consumers
end up becoming secondary to questions like “did companies financially com-
mit to building new plants?”

Chicago sought out corporate agents to protect its recycling budget
from the hidden hand of the treadmill of production. It made efforts
to defend itself against the direct influences of national and global
economic forces (Longworth 1998). However, its decision has placed
it in the hands of another treadmill organization—Waste Management
International—which is directly subjected to these forces (since it must
still sell its recyclables on the market). Furthermore, WMI has sought to
buffer itself by undermining the public goals of the city. In achieving
this standoff with the treadmill, however, Chicago ignored the possi-
bilities of other kinds of recycling programs that might have produced
more sustainable community development. We take up this theme in the
following three chapters.



Four

Community-Based Recycling:
The Struggles of a Social Movement

Community-Based Recycling Centers

Community-based recycling centers have long functioned at the margins
of depressed urban communities. They were places where struggling ur-
ban populations—the homeless, new immigrants, people of color, the
poor, the mentally ill—could find community and a meager income. They
were additionally places where political activists could create nonprofit
organizations and develop and prepare agendas for social change. Thus,
community-based recycling facilities embodied three overlapping goals:

1. to offer recycling services to communities and individuals;
2. to offer recycling and environmental education to these constit-

uencies in ways that would mobilize people to push for broader social
change; and

3. to provide jobs for low-income urban populations.

In the following sections, we take the reader into the world of the
struggling community-based recyclers. We provide ethnographic detail
on how these pioneers have fought to create progressive spaces in the
urban milieu, and why their battles have achieved at best only mixed
Outcomes.1

The Model for Community-Based Recycling Centers:
The Resource Center

The Resource Center is a buyback recycling center in Chicago’s Grand
Crossing neighborhood, a community that is 99 percent African Ameri-

1 The ethnographic data we present were collected over a period of four years and
included intensive fieldwork, observations, personal interviews, and archival research.
Much of the data gleaned from the Uptown Recycling and Resource Centers were recipro-
cated with volunteer work at the recycling yards. This often meant standing and working
in recycling yards during rain, blistering heat, and subfreezing winter cold. It also included
riding in recycling collection trucks during the early morning hours. Supplemental data
were gathered through content analyses of several organizational documents, newspaper
articles, and a half-dozen recycling trade journals.
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can, with a third of its residents living in poverty. Grand Crossing hosts
several public housing projects and still bears the wounds urban re-
newal left during the 1950s. Like many Chicago neighborhoods, Grand
Crossing became all-black almost overnight (Massey and Denton 1993;
Taub 1994). During one decade—from 1950 to 1959—fifty thousand
African Americans moved in and fifty thousand whites moved out,
many to the suburbs. Today this community is what William Julius
Wilson (1996:19) terms a “new poverty area,” where “a substantial
majority of individual adults are either unemployed or have dropped
out of the labor force altogether.” In spite of these odds, the Grand
Crossing community has considerable social potential. Local hope for
stability and rejuvenation centers on the community’s prime location
near railroads, commuter trains, the University of Chicago, and Lake
Michigan’s shore.

One other reason for hope in the neighborhood is that its major pro-
moter, The Resource Center, is still going strong. The Resource Center
serves mostly low-income people who scavenge recyclables out of alleys
and garbage cans and bring them to the center, in return for cash. The
Resource Center is run by Ken Dunn, a legend in Chicago’s environ-
mental movement and community development circles. Dunn came to
Chicago in the late 1960s as a University of Chicago graduate student
in philosophy. He had been a Vietnam War protester, counterculture
activist, and Peace Corps participant. As he put it, “I wanted to do
something of value to the community, and being a graduate student at
the U. of C. was about as far from that vision as you could get!” In
1968, he started Hyde Park Enterprise with these objectives in mind.

Initially, the Enterprise functioned as a countercultural center for peo-
ple who needed to make a little money. They scavenged through gar-
bage bins for cans, bottles, and scrap metal that could be sold on the
marketplace. In addition to providing a way to earn cash, Hyde Park
Enterprise was also a place to engage in political dialogue and partici-
pate in Chicago’s progressive community. In 1975, Dunn incorporated
the Enterprise, renaming it the Resource Center. He began to form col-
lection routes, where residents would leave materials on the corner or
next to garbage bins. This growing business drew low-income minority
men into the Center. As Chicago was deindustrializing, many of these
individuals had become socially, economically, and politically disen-
franchised and marginalized.

Today the Resource Center has recycling and composting contracts
with several neighborhoods and businesses around the Chicago area
and operates a large recycling “yard” where a dozen workers process
the waste for end markets. It also has a contract with the city of Chi-
cago to operate buyback centers in the public housing operated by the
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Chicago Housing Authority. The yard has a simple layout. The main
recycling yard is a large outdoor property bounded by a vacant lot and
a railroad track on the south and west sides, and a junkyard to the east.
The property is two acres in size and is marked by several piles of news-
paper, collections of plastic bottles, and aluminum cans, and a small
mountain of composting yard waste. Recycling trucks come and go
every half hour while workers sort through these piles of materials or
exchange money for cans or paper at the drop-off station. A typical
scene at the Resource Center is outlined below:

There is a lot of hustling and bustling going on today, as there is on any given
day. Most of the traffic is African American men and families bringing in
goods in shopping carts or in plastic garbage bags thrown over their backs. A
white guy drives in with a Chevy station wagon and goes over to unload them
at the barge. Juan (a Guatemalan worker in charge of weighing materials)
takes a copy of today’s paper off the pile and offers it to me. I notice that they
are neatly stacked and figure this guy must be a delivery person or has extras
from the Chicago Tribune’s offices. A Chevy with two African Americans
drives in and they empty cans from it. Four other African American men are
coming in here with cans and various other materials. These men are some of
the most marginalized people in the nation, particularly with regard to the
workforce, and are just trying to make ends meet here. It’s 1:55 p.m.

The above description reveals that like a library, grocery store, or a
bank in a more affluent community, the Resource Center is an institu-
tion where local citizens conduct their daily “business.” In the early
1980s, Kenn Dunn began to expand the organization’s principal em-
phasis on recycling postconsumer waste by “recycling” land. In an in-
terview with the authors, he stated: “There are seventy thousand [va-
cant] lots in Chicago and we’re trying to redevelop all of them. Twenty
to fifty years of bad policies drive down people and render them incapa-
ble of getting up in the morning and getting to work on time. . . . We
think of community organizing as community empowerment. . . . After
we take out the rubble, we let nature take over. If man has meaning, it
is learning to work in tune with nature. It develops human character.”
By recycling land, the Resource Center turns vacant lots and abandoned
buildings into playgrounds, parks, and gardens. The construction mate-
rials—mainly bricks and wood they extract from abandoned buildings—
are used to build new products, a process Dunn calls “green demolition.”

Community-based recycling is a product of social movement organiz-
ing.2 As with many other social movements, the Chicago recycling

2 By social movements we mean “a collectivity acting with some degree of organization
and continuity outside of institutional channels for the purpose of promoting or resisting
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movement set out to challenge conventional thinking that decoupled
economic goals from social programs. History had demonstrated to
these urban activists that the market supports communities and workers
only when there is direct political pressure from these stakeholders to
plan for how the jobs and revenue generated from economic activity
will be distributed (Castells 1983; Logan and Molotch 1987). Dunn and
his group saw themselves as applying pressure to ensure that economic
development in Chicago would create an economy that supported the
local community. “The range of our programs comprises a new way of
viewing resources and thus presents a novel way of being in the world.
We view resources more broadly than just cash or real estate” (Re-
source Center 1996). None of these practices is very lucrative. Still,
Dunn is quite proud of them because they meet a range of social and
ecological goals.

The Resource Center has operated under sustainable community de-
velopment principles for thirty years. One guiding principle has been
to keep the recycling process labor-intensive. This is a joint decision
made with the workers. Dunn recounted some of this history to us as
follows:

Authors: [pointing to a rusted, out-of-use conveyor belt on the periphery of
the yard] What’s the story behind this thing and why don’t you have a new
one here?

Dunn: Well, first let me relate to you what this thing does, or did. See, the
material comes in this pile you see in the foreground. There is steel, alumi-
num, and plastic all together. So we set this up, which works quite nice.
The front end loader picks it [recyclable waste] up and dumps it in this
hopper, which is elevated here. The magnet pulls out the steel and puts that
in the pile, and then the aluminum and plastic comes along this conveyor
and the workers would toss the aluminum in one bin and the plastic in the
other bin.

Authors: So this is a sorting belt?
Dunn: Yeah, it really worked fast and really worked great but everybody [his

employees] hated it, and so I actually started working on it for a while, and
there is something about a monotonous activity being all the same. The
worst of it is that the stuff is coming along the conveyer at you and you
have to kind of spot it there and follow it a little bit, and it gives you a
headache to have to keep adjusting the eyes like that. It’s standard that
that’s what everybody [in the industry] does is have everybody sort on a
conveyor. So . . . what you have to do is sort of choose your spot here and

change in the group, society, or world order of which it is a part” (McAdam and Snow
1997).
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just what comes there, rather than keep your eyes adjusting that way, so the
result is that you don’t pick it as cleanly.3

Authors: So in business terms, quality control actually suffers in MRFs that
use this.

Dunn: Yeah, and when I saw they [his employees] didn’t like it and I sensed
why they didn’t like it, they said, “Could we go back to what we were
doing before?” This is what they were doing before [he motions toward
several employees manually sorting through piles of newspaper and cans].
So what they do is sort at their own rate, wading through the piles, picking
up things. And it’s much more labor, but I don’t know how much more
expensive because there is no machine maintenance, no electricity [and he
doesn’t exactly keep strict accounting]. See I haven’t maintained this ma-
chine in five years. It’s just been sitting there and rusting. . . . It’s a sorting
conveyor.

While the process is laudable, decision making at the Resource Center
is not without conflict. Some former Resource Center employees refer to
Dunn as someone “ruling with an iron hand.” Others note that the
conditions at the Resource Center are generally physically taxing and
low paying. On the other hand, unlike most managers, Dunn himself is
well known for “getting his own hands dirty” by frequently doing the
work that his sorters perform. Overall, this makes the Resource Center
a meaningful place to Work.

3 Dunn is referring to the Fordist system of production, which entailed the mass produc-
tion of homogeneous products, inflexible technologies, the adoption of standardized work
routines, and increases in productivity from economies of scale (Rifkin 1995; Thompson
1989; Ritzer 1995b). The organizational goal was to displace the need for the skilled
craftsmen. Workers were seen as too unpredictable: they could not work around the
clock; they went on strike for increased pay; and they often got sick, quit, or died, creat-
ing a constant need for replacement, training, and costly supervision. By decreasing the
number of workers needed and the basic skill level, managers minimized uncertainty. The
factory worker could be replaced more easily. Managers gained tremendous control as
they needed fewer workers who could be attracted from a larger pool. From an organiza-
tional perspective, “such workers could resist managerial pressures less easily and cost
employers less money” (Westrum 1991:33). The assembly line was an important compo-
nent of this system of production. For example, while Ford’s Model T was built faster
than any competitor’s automobile, this was largely because the assembly line functioned
as a labor control device as much as a part of the physical production apparatus. Control
over the speed of the production line has been one of the key struggles between workers
and managers since its invention (Clawson 1980). For workers, the assembly line has
mostly been a deskilling and disempowering technology. Occupational safety advocates
have also argued that the repetitive motion and the eye strain of assembly line work
produced myriad hazards for laborers. Ken Dunn eschews the assembly line as a con-
scious strategy to construct a different system that provides a more empowering and safer
working environment.
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Replicating the Resource Center:
Uptown Recycling, Incorporated

A Brief History

The success of the Resource Center has been replicated on the North
Side of Chicago by Uptown Recycling, Incorporated, another commu-
nity-based nonprofit recycler. There are no manufacturing or industrial
firms in Chicago’s North Side neighborhood of Uptown, now domi-
nated by retail stores offering general merchandise. The Uptown Cham-
ber of Commerce boasts that it has the highest increase in retail employ-
ment in the city, at 56 percent. Uptown has a district that has become
known as a “Second Chinatown” because there are several Asian res-
taurants and banks in the area. Uptown is one of the most ethnically
diverse neighborhoods anywhere in the nation. In order to serve these
various populations, many social service organizations have sprung up.
Most are housed in a single building two doors down from the Uptown
Recycling center.4 There are also efforts underway to revitalize the cul-
tural and entertainment sector in Uptown.

However, while activists celebrate Uptown’s diversity, they must also
fight continuously against its poverty. Fully one-fourth of the commu-
nity’s residents are below the poverty line, and many of those are home-
less. The homeless population has two principal origins. The first wave
migrated to Uptown after being displaced by urban renewal occurring
on the city’s Near West Side during the 1960s. The second influx arrived
after the deinstitutionalization of Illinois’s mental patients in the 1970s.
The neighborhood hosts several forces coexisting in tension. On one
side are the developers who promote commercial development and gen-
trification. On the other side are a variety of community groups who
advocate affordable housing and jobs for the community’s many low-
income denizens.5 Uptown Recycling, Inc. was, until its 1997 demise, a
member of this coalition as well.

4 During a visit to the Mutual Insurance Building in the Uptown Neighborhood, we saw
the following organizations listed on the directory: Korean American Senior Center, Insti-
tute of Cultural Affairs, Travelers and Immigrants Aid, Anawim Center (Native Ameri-
can), Bosnian Refugee Center, Philippine American Social Services, Tibetan Alliance of
Chicago, Refugee Services, Sarah’s Circle (domestic violence advocates), Lao American
Service Center, and the Ethiopian Association. Other organizations in the neighborhood
housed in other buildings include the American Indian Economic Development Associa-
tion, Cambodian Association of Illinois, Chinese Mutual Aid Association, and the Viet-
namese Association of Illinois. We note that members of most of these ethnic groups
frequent the URI buyback site.

5 These groups include Organization of the Northeast, Voice of the People, and the
Heart-of-Uptown Coalition.
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Uptown Recycling, Incorporated (URI), was one of the most success-
ful programs modeled after the Resource Center. In 1981, a local Cath-
olic parish priest, a group of Southeast Asian immigrants and refugees,
and other local residents started scavenging alleys on the North Side of
Chicago. Calling themselves “alley entrepreneurs,” they dug through
garbage dumpsters, seeking recyclable materials. After some time, they
began to establish routines. But they had a difficult time finding places
to sell the materials. The only place to sell materials was the Resource
Center, which was located on the Far South Side of Chicago. URI could
not raise the capital needed to purchase and maintain trucks that could
reliably reach the Resource Center every day. Given their meager re-
sources, a local operation was the only option. Accordingly, the Re-
source Center helped them set up a buyback center. Executive director
Jim Burris states the history and goals as follows:

Uptown Recycling Station was first formed as a drop-off/buyback station for
recyclable materials by a group of environmental activists and several Uptown
neighborhood social service development agencies during 1982–83 [during a
major recession when many private and public organizations were contract-
ing], in conjunction with the Resource Center, a recycling organization lo-
cated near the University of Chicago on the South Side. With much volunteer
energy and a part-time paid staff funded at first by several foundation grants,
URI’s recycling programs grew, enabling it to incorporate in 1985 as an Illi-
nois not-for-profit corporation, with its own board of directors, financial re-
cord keeping, and tax-exempt charitable status under federal and state law.
Over the years, collection programs expanded to include curbside residential
collection programs and, more recently, multifamily and commercial collec-
tions. In 1989 we changed our name to Uptown Recycling, Incorporated, to
reflect that URI was more than a “recycling station.”

By 1987, the City of Chicago recognized URI and the Resource Cen-
ter as beneficial to many city neighborhoods. Both organizations were
generating jobs and money in areas increasingly depressed and rocked
with the associated social problems of crime, family violence, dein-
dustrialization, and physical decay.6 The Department of Streets and San-

6 Job losses in Chicago’s manufacturing sector were especially deep. A 1987 study
found that between 1977 and 1981, 203,700 manufacturing jobs were lost through clo-
sures and contractions in Chicago. Another 132,000 jobs were lost due to corporate deci-
sions to shift investments outside the region. The result was that Chicago lost one-sixth of
its factories in the 1970s: 4,500 of a previous total of 30,000. Like many older industrial
cities, Chicago’s lifeblood had been manufacturing employment. While deindustrialization
led to losses of backbreaking, oppressive employment, it also bled much of the city dry.
Squires et al. noted, “In a sense a transfusion has taken place; the metropolitan area is
moving from an economy heavily based on manufacturing to one increasingly oriented to
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itation awarded Uptown a modest “diversion credit” for its collection
routes. The diversion credit was a small amount of money paid to URI
for diverting garbage from the waste stream and landfills. The credits
were meant to give URI the money that the city otherwise would had
paid for landfill usage. Through this “shadow pricing” arrangement,
URI was allowed to stay afloat during tough times.

From 1988 onward, URI was a fairly stable small organization where
the most marginal citizen-workers could informally earn income.7 The
organization had its ups and downs, as prices for recyclable materials
fluctuated widely, but it continued to generate a small income for people
who otherwise had little or no money. In order to maintain these jobs
through the tough times, Uptown eschewed new technology that might
have displaced human labor. As one manager put it, URI used a “low-
tech” labor process because it “provided a few more jobs.”

Uptown was run by a volunteer board, comprised of local community
members. Board members came from a variety of walks of life, but they
were united in viewing URI as a recycling enterprise and a social move-
ment organization that was beneficial for the community, the local
economy, and the environment. One board member noted:

It got started with a bunch of volunteers. June Schilling and Leslie Ladd, who
was also on our board. Tongue in cheek, I would say “just a couple of
ladies”—but they are people, human beings, who have the power to get
things going. What I’m hinting at is that when Uptown Recycling was getting
started, it was very definitely still a [social] movement for these folks because
their motivation was based upon a sense of the good, not upon a sense of a
cost-benefit analysis or is it cheaper for them to have recycling than to have a
larger dumpster. It was a sense of meaning. A qualitative evaluation rather
than a quantitative calculation.

Thus the social value of recycling was much more important than the
fiscal gains that might eventually accrue from this activity. This ideology
was welcomed by many in the local liberal white community who
quickly joined the ranks of steadfast URI supporters and customers.
The executive director stated in an interview, “People began to bring in
bags of recyclables not so much for the two to three dollars they could
get from bringing their materials in, but because it was the right thing
to do.”

non-manufacturing sectors, for example, banking, finance, retail sales, insurance and
transportation” (1987:28–29).

7 This is very consistent with the larger international urban literature. Many scholars
have argued that the increasing polarization of the labor force in major urban areas has
created pressure on the poor to supplement their meager incomes through informal eco-
nomic activity (see Sassen 1991).
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The URI Board of Directors employed a full-time executive director,
Jim Burris, to oversee the operation. Burris also embodied the recycling
movement’s belief in harnessing the market to meet clear social goals.
He continued to live with what he calls a “community-focused orienta-
tion to life.” In 1979, he moved to Chicago with his church group.
They created a communally run, multiracial residential community in
the largely African American Woodlawn area. This neighborhood has
historically given birth to progressive settlements, organizations, and
leaders (including Saul Alinsky, the legendary community organizer).

Burris had a law degree and was trying to finish a doctorate at the
University of Chicago. But a professor from the Divinity School con-
vinced him that “I wanted to be more about praxis rather than a theo-
retical person.” Jim dropped out of the program and joined the Re-
source Center, which was a good complement to his planned residential
community. Both “seemed to be very grass-roots oriented,” attempting
to transcend class, racial, and generational barriers. He later moved on
to become URI’s executive director.8

As the head of this organization, Burris oversaw a staff of twelve,
who worked either in the office or in the recycling yard. Uptown typ-
ically hired people, to quote a manager, “who would otherwise be con-
sidered unemployable.” Many of the workers had criminal records or
substance abuse problems, or they lived on the fringes of homelessness.
URI accepted referrals from churches, friends, and community organi-
zations for job candidates who were struggling and needed a helping
hand. Increasingly, they were also hiring people who had been victims
of downsizing by private sector organizations. Burris used the following
as an example: “I just hired a fellow from Laos yesterday . . . and this
fellow told me that he was earning about thirteen dollars an hour in
Minneapolis, making hearing aids. But the hearing aid industry in this
country has all but collapsed; it’s gone overseas. So now he’s looking for
five- and six-dollar-per-hour jobs, so he’s come back to Chicago. So yes,
we hire at the fringes.”

At the other end of the spectrum, Uptown also hired idealistic college
graduates who brought important accounting, organizational, and tech-
nical skills to their jobs. Like Burris and Dunn, these persons were mid-
dle-class social progressives looking for communities and organizations
that offered them meaningful work. Both the Resource Center and URI
employed young students representing the Volunteers in Service to
America (VISTA) and the Lutheran Volunteer Corps (LVC) in an ar-
rangement that might be characterized as a domestic Peace Corps.

8 We should point out that URI’s first executive director, Dale Alekel-Carlson, was in-
strumental in the organization’s initial success.
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Following in the tradition of the Resource Center, URI also became a
vocal advocate for progressive community development programs. It
consciously undertook campaigns to raise awareness among constitu-
ents, including the disenfranchised individuals who often worked for
them. Thus, Uptown came to embody many of the Resource Center’s
goals. They sought to divert recyclable materials from the waste stream,
thereby reducing Chicago’s dependence on landfills and incinerators.
They tried to provide entry-level jobs and a source of income for people
in the Uptown community. Finally, they led aggressive education cam-
paigns aimed at informing the public about recycling’s environmental
and economic benefits, as part of a strategy to create broader political
awareness and social change.

Uptown Recycling: A Progressive Approach

URI operated four weekly residential collection routes in three Chicago
neighborhoods: one in Lakeview, two in Rogers Park, and one in Rav-
enswood. Residents placed recyclables in boxes or plastic bags in alley-
ways or on the curbside for pickup. The center also provided glass re-
cycling programs for bars and restaurants and office paper collection
for area businesses. The weekly household collection programs grew
from collecting around nine to ten tons per month in 1986 to fifty-six
tons per month in 1990. URI collected recyclables from approximately
nineteen thousand households with a resident participation rate that
reached 80 percent at one time. This high participation rate was attrib-
uted largely to the cooperation of other community organizations. URI
staff members attended several community-related events every month
to maintain connections to neighborhood groups, movement organizers,
and the business community. Many of the collection programs began as
a direct result of presentations made to community groups or busi-
nesses. URI also published a newsletter with a circulation of two thou-
sand. The staff was usually overwhelmed with the ever-growing re-
quests for speaking engagements, tours of the facility, and general
information on residential recycling options in the area. By any mea-
sure, this part of the program was a success and owes its achievements
to URI’s roots in community organizing and social movement activity.

Once the URI employees collected the recyclable materials, they were
taken to the recycling yard. The recycling yard was a 50-foot by 150-
foot open space, cramped between a Vietnamese restaurant and a
church that doubled as a soup kitchen. It was a lot that otherwise
would have sat vacant, and become strewn with garbage and over-
grown with weeds. Uptown Recycling owned the property and secured
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it with a locked gate every night after closing time. Workers at the site
performed several different jobs. Some were involved in sorting the ma-
terials into large piles at workstations around the yard. Workers at the
facility typically sorted the recyclables into large piles by hand. Mate-
rials had to be carefully separated and cleaned to avoid attracting pests
and rodents. Workers also interacted with customers at the buyback
and the drop-off areas, negotiating prices for people who were bringing
recyclables to the yard. They were URI’s public relations ambassadors.
Their task was to keep both the alley entrepreneurs and the middle-class
clients coming back so that URI could maintain its material flows and
local political support.

The actual work was structured but not routinized (Leidner 1993;
Braverman 1974). Employees were encouraged to be flexible and cre-
ative. There was a strong emphasis on finding better ways of doing
things. This continuous improvement effort was driven by organiza-
tional needs. Uptown existed on a marginal profit, and every worker
was encouraged to find any improvement that would save URI money.
The creativity was also ideological: the emphasis was on doing things in
ways that empowered the workers and the organization.

URI’s facility was the site of commerce, exchange, and reuse of all
manner of materials. These included postconsumer waste and postin-
dustrial metal, paper, and plastic objects that scavengers gathered from
this North Side Chicago neighborhood. The following is an excerpt
from our field notes at the site:

We are standing in an aluminum shed at the Uptown yard, surrounded by a
can crushing machine, weigh scale, a coffee machine, and a wooden sign lean-
ing up against the wall displaying the prices for a great variety of materials
from scrap metal to kitchen sinks. Every couple of minutes very rough-look-
ing people (possibly homeless, definitely under- and unemployed and over
thirty years of age) with grocery carts, garbage bags, and children’s wagons
bring pounds of materials to sell. The site manager, Souma Phosaraj, is South-
east Asian and looks about fifty. Souma oversees all monetary transactions. It
is important to understand that a recycling “yard” is just that. It’s an outside,
open air yard. It has the best ventilation system possible, really. Ventilation is
often cited as one of the chief contributors to poor working conditions in
MRFs. Here this isn’t a problem. However, you are then left at the mercy of
the elements.

As in the Resource Center site, the Uptown yard was a place where the
poor of the North Side, using their survival strategies, eked out a living.
Like the organization itself, they existed on the margins of the economy
and society.

One morning we took a break from sorting recyclables from the col-
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lection van to speak to the site manager, Souma Phosaaj. He filled us in
on his biography and his experience with Uptown:

I have been involved since 1984 with recycling. From 1984 to 1986 with the
Resource Center and from 1986 to now with Uptown. I am the manager of
the yard. I supervise, buy back . . . everything. Here is my responsibility. Rain
or cold, we stay open. All year long. Last year we closed one or two days
because it was so cold. We start working from eight to four. We have some
pickup, and we have three vans [in incredibly bad shape]. Monday through
Saturday we collect from the routes, different directions on each day. Monday
we do Ravenswood; Tuesday, Rogers Park; Friday Andersenville; Saturday,
East Rogers Park.

As the site manager makes clear, URI survived largely because it was
almost always open and the workers put in long weeks. URI has also
survived by building relationships with community organizations and
customers that have endured the bad times as well as the good. Toast, a
worker at the yard, stated, “Some of them [alley entrepreneurs] you get
to know and others you don’t. I have never gotten more “have a nice
day’s” than I have gotten here. The stereotype doesn’t fit—they are not
all mean and pissed off. Between 50 and 70 percent are regulars. Each
one has a different strategy—one big load per week and others do a lot
of small loads per week on a bike or some other equipment. The other
day a guy brought in a pile he had been working on for three years.”

These relationships stretched out into the community, involving large
organizations and the city, upon which URI was dependent for the
steady supply of materials. By carefully managing these relationships,
Uptown and the Resource Center were both able to stay afloat. While
URI usually had a negative balance, the Resource Center often made a
profit from its diversified operations. Uptown was able to stay open
until 1997 by taking losses on its market returns while supplementing,
with some dignity and meaning, low-wage workers. The wages were
important to people struggling to move out of the informal economy.
Jim Burris candidly noted: “We are a small organization. We have in no
way been able to compete with for-profit organizations which are into
salaries, wages, and benefits. We do compete in terms of nonmonetary
remuneration because people have more involvement in the meaning of
the work. . . . We still try to make a profit in the literal, ordinary, every-
day sense of the term. We have to have more income coming in than
going out. What we do with that is different. We reinvest it. I have a
goal of having people who have a living wage.”

Thus, like the Resource Center, URI continued to operate from a
hand to mouth basis, relying partially on volunteer activist-organizers
continually looking to harvest “urban ore” for social and ecological
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value. In contrast, some observers and institutions viewed URI and the
Resource Centers as “trash dealers” working with undeserving inner-
city poor residents. These centers were unique among early recycling
organizations. They were started in Chicago, a place where white flight,
urban renewal, and central city deindustrialization were taking place on
a massive scale. Other early nonprofit centers were started in college
towns, where the supply of “hippie” volunteers was plentiful and the
symbol of the decaying inner city was largely unknown.

Indeed, both URI and the Resource Center have become anchors in
their respective communities. Businesses, residents, homeless people, un-
deremployed citizens, and undocumented persons have come to depend
on the centers for sustenance and renewal. In the Grand Crossing neigh-
borhood, where the Resource Center is based, the only other businesses
nearby are a currency exchange, a liquor store, and a small grocery that
sells day-old goods at high prices. Furthermore, these businesses are
absentee-owned and -staffed. The Resource Center is the only organiza-
tion that employs local residents and—through materials buyback—
brings dollars into the communities in which it operates. It is also one
of the only institutions with origins at the University of Chicago that
grew along with, rather than taking over, the surrounding community
(cf. Taub 1994).

Limitations of the Community-Based Model

Uptown, Resource Centers and other community-based model of recyc-
ling are dependent upon two factors: (1) a continuous supply of high-
quality materials being removed from the waste stream by low-tech
scavenging and (2) a steady or rising demand for the materials, which
allows the centers to sell goods at a high price. There are substantial
barriers to these conditions being met in the present political economy
in most urban places. We note some of these below.

The Supply-Side Problem

In Chicago, scavengers, or “alley entrepreneurs,” face a number of
problems when they try to remove high-quality materials from the
waste stream. The most basic problem originates with the way residents
dispose of waste. Rather than traditionally separating materials and
leaving high-quality goods by the bin for scavengers, residents place
goods in trash receptacles. This practice is partially attributable to the
fact that residents do not know if there are scavengers in the area.
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Upon reflection, however, there is a particular history associated with
residential waste disposal. We can imagine systems where residents
would actually leave higher-quality goods near the trash receptacles.
Since garbage routes are predictable, scavengers presumably know
when the materials would be picked up. Waste haulers could be in-
structed to pick up only the material left in the garbage bins. This type
of system would make it easy for scavengers to locate materials in an
efficient manner. Of course, it would somewhat complicate the waste
hauler’s job.

But we never really question our “preferences.” Under the current
system, then, we have little choice but to place all materials into waste
bins. In fact, this practice is institutionalized through municipal ordi-
nances that prohibit scavenging and fine people for leaving materials
besides the bins.9 Scavengers are thus forced into a system in which they
have to dig through garbage bins to locate recyclable waste. This poses
three barriers to the efficient removal of recyclables.

First, it is a slow process. Opening up cans and digging through all
the waste takes time. Scavengers are thus restricted as to how much
territory can be covered within a given period of time.

Second, technological changes have made it increasingly difficult for
scavengers to locate the materials. The introduction of petroleum-based,
nontransparent plastic garbage bags began in the post—World War II
era. Since scavengers could no longer see into garbage cans and had to
rip the bags open instead, the process slowed down. Scavengers are also
placed in a confrontational relationship with residents and commercial
waste haulers, who resent the intrusion into the garbage bags. Waste
haulers need to be able to grab bags and throw them into trucks. They
are expected to be able to cover a certain territory within a given period
of time, and ripped bags make this difficult. These inefficiencies raise
labor and capital costs for private waste haulers, costs that ultimately
get passed on to municipal taxpayers. Residents are often angered at
scavengers because having one’s trash inspected represents an invasion
of privacy. Based on a casual venture into any trash can, an average
scavenger can discern what the resident’s drinking, eating, and reading
habits are (Perry 1978; Rathje and Murphy 1992). Residents are also
resentful because they are left with spilled trash, which waste haulers
often ignore. The trash leaves an unsightly mess, and odors remain that
require immediate attention. Residents take it upon themselves to clean

9 One of the authors lives in a rural community where it is commonplace for people to
leave reusable materials (tires, furniture, toys) in the front yard for scavengers. The same
author served on a condominium association board in Chicago where the major concern
was to keep “the alley clean” from garbage by locking garbage bins from scavengers and
fining people who did not use the bins “properly.”
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up this mess. But they still have to wait another week for the next
pickup, and may face even more intrusions by scavengers in the interim.

Third, the proliferation of household chemical usage drastically re-
duces the availability of high-quality materials and makes scavenging
more hazardous. Due to the composition of the modern waste stream
(Rathje and Murphy 1992), the scavenger is often confronted with myr-
iad hazards such as sharp metal, needles, and cleaning chemicals (Pel-
low 1998a, b). Noxious household cleaners often leak onto potential
recyclables, making them too contaminated to be salvaged. Likewise,
synthetics and other recently developed materials contaminate products,
making it hard to extract potential recyclables from nonrecyclables. For
example, earlier in history, Jewish peddlers in Chicago often dealt in
junk; they gathered old mattresses, pillows, and other sleeping equip-
ment for reuse by soft goods remanufacturers. When synthetics replaced
natural fibers such as wool, cotton, and jute, “the scrap from the soft
goods could no longer be effectively reprocessed” (Eastwood 1992:28;
cf. Gould, Schnaiberg, and Weinberg 1996:140).

In combination, these factors severely limit the collection of high-
quality materials by low-skilled scavengers. Community-based centers
thus receive a smaller, unpredictable stream of materials from such
agents. And scavengers need a higher price per item because the process
of collection and sorting is inefficient. Unfortunately, the supply prob-
lem is further compounded by demand problems.

The Demand Dilemma

The rise of a high-volume economy after World War II fueled a mass
consumption culture averse to purchasing reused goods. The story of
the emergence and evolution of mass consumption is a complicated one
(Frank 1999; Rifkin 1995; Reich 1991) that has created difficulties for
community-based recycling. The United States economy has thrived, at
least since World War II, based partially on the steady consumption of
new goods produced by American manufacturers (Thurow 1996). Sys-
tematic efforts to shape personal consumption habits in the United
States date at least as far back as the 1920s. Leaders of private industry
first became concerned that many workers appeared content laboring
just enough to provide for their basic needs and a few luxuries. In other
words, they would prefer to “trade additional hours of work for addi-
tional hours of leisure time” (Rifkin 1995:19). This was problematic in
two ways.

First, industry investors and managers craved growth in productivity,
to achieve greater profit margins and market shares. A culture of work
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that frowned upon excessive laboring was anathema to this goal. Sec-
ond, industry needed market growth, or increases in consumer demand.
Firms were therefore reliant upon workers’ willingness to labor longer
hours. This ensured workers’ ability to continually create sufficient de-
mand for the rapidly escalating supply deriving from production (i.e.,
the more hours one worked, the more disposable income one could
earn, with which to purchase consumer goods).

As routine overproduction created huge backlogs of product invento-
ries, businesses sought to jump-start consumer spending, much the same
way the state makes policy today. With the help of consulting psycholo-
gists, commercial marketing and advertising campaigns became efforts
to deride homemade products and redirect consumers toward “new and
improved,” factory-made, synthetic, disposable, and modern store-
bought items. After World War II, more and more Americans experi-
enced a marked rise in disposable income and greater upward mobility.
The mass consumption strategy required new supporting ideologies and
structures. American firms could remain profitable only by creating
massive amounts of goods. To ensure adequate demand, industry also
enlisted the help of the government. The state took three steps: (1) de-
veloping a public education system capable of turning out productive
workers who could earn a high wage and thus be able to consume; (2)
making low-interest loans available to consumers so they could finance
major purchases like homes and cars; and (3) developing an implicit
agreement to allow for massive advertisement across major media (tele-
vision, radio, print) that encouraged consumption of new goods.

In turn, industry tacitly agreed to cost-of-living adjustments to wages,
pension plans, and productivity bargaining that ensured peace with
unions. They thus guaranteed the availability of a quiescent work force
needed to produce high volumes. Finally, the American family assimi-
lated the culture of consumption (B. Rubin 1996). As Harry Braverman
(1974:276) later stated, “The source of status [was] no longer the abil-
ity to make things but simply the ability to purchase them.” In a recent
look at American consumption patterns, the economist Robert Frank
describes a new variation of American mass consumption as “luxury
fever” (Frank 1999; see also Schor 1998). Frank argues that Americans
measure self-worth based on their ability to consume. But now they
strive to consume “luxury items,” which are defined as superior goods
like the overly priced big-screen television or ultrapowerful computer.
Frank states, “The runaway spending at the top has been a virus, one
that’s spawned a luxury fever that, to one degree or another, has all of
us in its grip” (1999:5).

Mass consumption and luxury fever are both directed toward new
goods. Americans are barraged with messages to devalue older and used
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goods. The increase in consumption has gone hand in hand with the
decline in waste reuse by both consumers and businesses. Frank notes
that a gas grill costs moderate-income Americans twice what they need
to spend. Consumers want grills that are bigger and fancier than one
could ever possibly need; the grill has now become a status symbol. If
buying a cheap gas grill at the local Home Depot is considered low
status, purchasing a used one from the local recycling center would be
out of the question.10

In this culture, community-based recycling centers are not only pe-
ripheral to the economy, they are a potential drain on the new-goods
economy. Imagine a middle-class urban consumer culture enthralled
with reused materials. This economic orientation would provide politi-
cal and economic support for community-based recycling. There would
be high demand for products scavenged. Like college students, families
would partially achieve status based upon “finds” at local centers. This
tension was high in Chicago. The city had a large manufacturing base,
which was hostile to reuse. It also had large multiethnic populations
who demonstrated their upward mobility in their homes by the visible
consumption of new goods. Finally, the city’s large suburban popula-
tions followed cultural mores even more, and their practices were espe-
cially reflected in the mass media.

Social Movement Struggles in a Global Marketplace:
The Demise of Community-Based Recycling?

Despite these barriers, the two community-based centers managed to
survive for some period. Their decline was initiated by the macrostruc-
tural organizational changes occurring in the waste industry. The pri-
mary change, of course, has been the rise of waste management services
that compete directly with community-based recycling centers. Histori-
cally, this conflict did not exist. The waste firms hauled trash, leaving
recycling to scavengers and community-based centers. The manager of
Resource Management, a private suburban Chicago recycling firm,
commented on this transition “There’s real value in the material. So
now it’s a competitive thing where businesses have jumped in, they are
interested in it and they are really going to do it much cheaper, more
efficiently than nonprofits. So that’s the transition that’s occurred, un-
fortunately for those folks [the nonprofit recyclers].” As large private

10 One exception was, of course, high-end antiques. However, even this market is re-
markably small compared to the market for expensive new furniture with its limited life
span. Access to antiques is also skewed toward the upper income distribution in this
society, which defines these scarce items as “luxuries” because others cannot afford them.
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sector organizations have recognized the economic value in recyclable
materials, the future of many community-based recycling operations has
been jeopardized.

As we noted in chapter 1, changes in the national and state political
climate also contributed to this transformation, prompting many of the
traditional waste firms to venture into recycling. In Chicago, it was
apparent by the late 1980s that federal minimum content legislation
would be passed soon. New efforts mandated that many industries and
institutions “buy recycled” or “close the loop.” This market growth
signaled to corporate actors that recycling might eventually provide a
substantial profit with reduced risk. As Jim Burris put it, “Cynically or
otherwise, we have to realize that there is a certain ironic, wry success
in that nonprofits all over the country have test-piloted it [recycling] so
successfully that big capital has come in and taken over.”11

In Chicago, the movement of private firms into recycling brought ad-
vanced technological systems that may spell doom for community-based
recycling efforts. Large waste haulers use sophisticated trucking tech-
nologies that allow them to collect and transport large quantities of
materials.12 Such improvements have made waste hauling more profita-

11 This is an issue of growing concern in the sustainable development arena. One re-
viewer of this manuscript noted, “This is a hot issue in some recent discussions that I have
been having with community-based organizations around sustainable development issues.
Do CBOs or other non-profits need to always be thinking of how their small ideas will
play in the ‘big game’—the for-profit world—if they are to succeed? Does a success in-
variably mean that their ideas get taken away from them and used by others for a profit
without any benefit to their original communities/constituencies? Is this a ‘positive func-
tion of non-profits’—they develop good ideas, they try them out on a small scale, they get
used/taken over by for-profits, and the non-profits go along struggling to stay alive and
develop the next idea to be given away to for-profits?” (anonymous reviewer).

12 This starts with the invention of the Dempster Dumpster in 1934, which was really
nothing more than a “large steel container fully enclosed with a curved steel top, entry
doors, and dump release bottom, . . . designed to be hoisted mechanically onto a truck for
transport to the dump site” (Jacobson 1993:55). This simple technology allowed carriers
to double the amount of materials that could be transported and to move faster without
threat of spilling materials onto the road. This advancement was shortly followed by the
use of hydraulic crushers on waste trucks. Hydraulics increased carrying capacity by re-
ducing the volume of materials. From a strict exchange-value interest, they made trash
pickup and hauling more efficient by allowing fewer men in fewer trucks to haul more
trash in less time than before. From an occupational safety standpoint, technology has
been a mixed blessing. The Dempster Dumpster eased the strain many waste haulers
regularly experienced when lifting trash cans into trucks, but the blades in the hydraulic
mechanism have been notorious for crushing workers’ limbs and spitting out harmful
substances that may be concealed in the trash (Jacobson 1993; Russell 1996:5). From an
ecological and social perspective, the hydraulics were problematic because they crushed
any potentially recoverable materials, effectively putting an end to reuse activities and the
income they brought in.
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ble. Labor costs can be minimized by the use of a single truck that can
transport massive amounts of waste, and uses fewer workers. Modern
recycling trucks have progressed even farther beyond these improve-
ments. In keeping with the information revolution, the solid waste in-
dustry has also wholeheartedly adopted new, computer-based technolo-
gies in recent years. From billing and accounting to micro–decision
making, collection, processing, labeling, and shipping, the solid waste
and recycling industries have begun to use labor-saving, time-saving ro-
botics and expert systems (McAdams and McAdams 1995:125–30).

Some programs in France outfit collection bins with silicon chips that
the computer on collection trucks can recognize for automated pickup
and deposit. From the operation of conveyor belts to air classifiers and
semiautomated sorting, the manual labor “on the line” continues to be
rationalized and reduced. As one recent trade journal article ominously
pointed out, “This efficient separation [process] . . . reduces the amount
of manual sorting required, which is still essential as a final stage”
(Larane 1995:76). These trends allow waste haulers to displace and
deskill human labor to achieve greater efficiencies and profits. To some
extent, they redistribute productivity gains from moderately skilled and
experienced blue-collar workers to technologically trained white-collar
workers in engineering and other departments, which exist far from the
shop floor (Wellin 1997).

These improvements have ramifications at several levels. Once the
hauling was cheaper, it became profitable for large waste haulers to
enter the recycling market. Even if the margin of profit on an individual
item was small, increased carrying capacity now led to substantial econ-
omies of scale. Large waste haulers entered into this domain, which led
to a more global market for recycling materials, making it harder for
community-based recyclers to survive. It also had devastating impacts
on local scrap dealers who were the primary customer for the commu-
nity-based centers. For example, Nancy Burhop, the recycling coordina-
tor for the Evanston Recycling Center (see chapter 5), told us of one
such dealer’s demise: “We used to sell to Valley Scrap. We had a con-
tract with them for two years. . . . And he’s out of business; they left
Evanston. We had a lot of problems with them not being able to accom-
modate the amount of material that we had, which was one of the
reasons why the decision was made to go into recycling. This was done
extremely quickly, and we all know that when things are done that way
sometimes we don’t do everything correctly. But we’ve made changes,
things have improved.”

The loss of the scrap dealers meant that URI and the Resource Center
lost a large portion of their customer base. It also went hand in hand
with a round of mergers and acquisitions in the solid waste and recy-
cling industries. This served to further consolidate and narrow the play-
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ing field. Business Week magazine recorded 251 acquisitions in 1989
alone (Carless 1992), and in the first three quarters of 1995 one firm,
United Waste Systems, acquired 41 companies (Solid Waste Technolo-
gies 1996:45). The five largest waste companies continue to capture the
markets of once independent, family-owned waste haulers and pro-
cessors around the nation (see table 1.3). BFI’s downtown Chicago fa-
cility still bears the name of a Dutch family-owned business it recently
acquired—Hoving and Sons.

Essentially, the community-based centers are becoming squeezed out
of their markets. In Chicago, the city’s support for the blue bag pro-
gram gradually led it to withdraw support for the nonprofits. This be-
came exacerbated as it became clear that the blue bag system was be-
coming more expensive. Beginning January 1, 1996, the city cut the
diversion credits, providing only 25 percent of its previous support to
the nonprofits. One year later, the city withdrew all of its remaining
support. This effectively crippled the nonprofits as far as postconsumer
recycling was concerned. Our conversations with Jim Burris of Uptown
Recycling took place in this increasingly constrained context for URI.
He was struggling then to ensure the survival of the organization and its
efforts to create value and meaning in the local community. Burris ex-
plained URI’s travails in this period: “[Although we cannot compete
economically with private recyclers,] we certainly compete in the quality
of the service offered—we think we offer the best. In terms of industrial
processes we are low tech, “appropriate tech” at the highest. But
frankly, it’s hard to provide a living wage with hand sorting materials,
given the fact that we are now essentially in a competitive industry as
opposed to a social movement.”

Burris was also honest about the changes he had to make at URI for
it to survive in Chicago’s increasingly competitive business climate.
These changes included downsizing his workforce at times and ratio-
nalizing his accounting system. Nonetheless, he maintained a defiant
stance against the ideology of profit maximization: “I hired a profes-
sional accountant for office management and bookkeeping—Jackie [an
African American women]—because I know that we really have to keep
those information systems effective in order to have the information to
be competitive, even as we try to hold on to our mission and not let the
dollar bottom line drive us.” Speaking more specifically to the recent
changes in the recycling industry, in a 1996 executive director’s report
to URI’s board of directors, Burris stated:

Throughout its first 12 years of operations, URI focused its energies on post-
consumer solid waste recycling in its operations, advocacy and education.13

13 URI successfully partnered with the following North Side neighborhood organiza-
tions: Ravenswood Manor Improvement Association, East Andersenville Residents Coun-
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During the winter of 1996, through a series of Board/Staff retreats, URI reas-
sessed its mission and its program areas. A major assumption of the retreat
process was that post-consumer solid waste recycling had moved from being a
type of social movement driven by a set of environmental ideals/assumptions
and grounded in a concern for local neighborhoods, to becoming a commer-
cially-driven industry, grounded essentially in competition and profit maxi-
mization by well-capitalized corporations and local governments working
closely with those corporations. As environmental activists, we found this
premise to be, at the same time, factual; a sign of a certain type of “success”
of the recycling movement during the prior 12 years; and a recognition of the
limits of the movement to make fundamental changes in how our society
treats the environment and its wastes. (Uptown Recycling, Incorporated, Di-
rector’s Report 1996)

This statement supports the thesis that nonprofit recyclers not only
identify themselves as social movement organizations, but also that they
take credit for “test-piloting” recycling for the private sector.

We obtained an even more dramatic and statistical portrait of this
struggle from one of Burris’s employees, Toast. He worked in the recyc-
ling yard on the forklift, in sorting areas, and in the buyback station.
He was a member of the Lutheran Volunteer Corps (LVC), a nationwide
program that places college students in social justice–oriented organiza-
tions. In a café up the street from the recycling yard, after a day of
heavy work, Toast spoke to us:

Taking a look at the figures, I was in the office the other day and for the first
time really realized how much money we are losing. We have very little ma-
chinery, volume, and economies of scale. The recycling business is just not
working for Uptown. Look at Irving, who makes $5 an hour, Mayo, who
makes $6, and me, who makes $450/month through my LVC stipend. It takes
Irving two weeks to do a whole truck of newspaper, in which time they pay
him $480. But we only get $15 a ton for news for a 3.5 ton truck, so at most
we get $50 for the truck, for what is around $500 worth of labor. For Mayo,
who does cardboard, you get very little for cardboard. Just adding the la-
bor—forget the fuel, capital depreciation, collection costs, and labor et ce-
tera—we’re not making it. I think recycling is necessary but it’s not going to
save the world and it doesn’t challenge consumption. It’s really business as
usual. I agree with Jim who’ll tell you that recycling is and has become an
industry. It’s all about the dollar; the bottom line is making money. For people
who are out here to do good, there is just no room for ’em. We’re just getting
wiped out.

cil, Lakewood Balmoral Improvement Association, Rogers Park Community Action
Neighbors, and the Lakeview Citizens’ Council.
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The accounting figures Toast provided reveal that URI was never even
“breaking even” on most dimensions.

At a February 1997 board meeting of the Chicago Recycling Coali-
tion, Jim Burris of Uptown Recycling and Christine Kordiuk of the Re-
source Center announced changes that would be occurring at their re-
spective organizations as a result of the blue bag program’s monopoly
over the Chicago recycling market. Since they could no longer compete
for the larger contracts, they would go after smaller niches. For exam-
ple, the Resource Center signed a supplemental agreement with the city
to provide recycling services in Chicago Housing Authority (CHA) de-
velopments (i.e., public housing). This is an initiative that provides re-
cycling under the assumption that public housing residents will opt not
to purchase and properly use blue bags.

The authors spent a day with the Resource Center staff as they trav-
eled from corner to corner in several CHA developments. The results
were impressive, by comparison to the residential blue bag system. At
each stop, dozens of residents—children, teens, parents, and grand-
parents—would bring cardboard, paper, bottles, and cans to the pickup
truck to have them weighed and paid for. Several residents proudly in-
formed us that “this program puts a little change into our pockets and
has helped keep the streets and sidewalks in this community cleaner
than they’ve been in a long time.” Ironically, though part of the larger
blue bag program, this project is the only component that is source
separated and does not use blue bags. This system consequently pro-
duces the highest quality products that enter the blue bag MRFs. The
buyback model of recycling is the oldest and most enduring practice,
largely because of its relevance to poor citizen-workers. As the Resource
Center’s Christine Kordiuk explains, “Local folks don’t support us be-
cause their money is going toward ‘saving the environment’ or anything
like that; [they support us because] it’s [the money] being parlayed right
back into the community into tangible changes.” Thus the Resource
Center and Uptown Recycling worked with the Chicago Recycling Co-
alition, a social movement organization that advocated recycling, reuse,
and composting. However, they were no match for Waste Manage-
ment’s political and economic muscle.

The city’s blue bag program required that one organization would
have the exclusive right to recycling in Chicago’s neighborhoods—
Waste Management. This meant that Uptown Recycling’s residential
customers were forced by the city to support its new blue bag program.
URI was ultimately forced to close its doors. As Jim Burris explained,
“The political decision by the city to invest in single family recycling
with the blue bag had the single greatest impact on our program.” In
1997, after ceasing all recycling collection operations, URI sold its
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buyback facility to the Resource Center because it could no longer com-
pete with Waste Management’s recycling program. It is some consola-
tion to residents in the Uptown neighborhood that the buyback center
will remain open for an unspecified period of time under the manage-
ment of the Resource Center. The impact of a complete shutdown of
that operation would have been disastrous, particularly in the Uptown
and Edgewater communities, where recent reform of welfare and immi-
gration laws already have damaged the social organization. To quote
one community activist in Uptown, “If the center closes, people will
literally starve to death. This buyback center is where people get money
to eat. If this is gone, they will do whatever it takes to survive, even kill
each other, Maybe.”

Moving toward the Three Es: Assessing the
Achievements of the Community-Based Centers

The act of recycling by community groups is intended to provide envi-
ronmental and social benefits. It is but one component in the social
movement agenda to provide the larger community with some educa-
tion that might eventually lead to progressive, critical thinking about
wastefulness in the operations of the treadmill. Below is a list of related
projects of the community-based groups, all of which attempt to con-
tribute to the three Es of sustainable community development.

Creative Reuse Efforts

In 1995, the Resource Center decided to provide a way of taking
“junk” from individuals and institutions who would normally send it to
landfills and, instead, to refurbish it for reuse: “The Creative Reuse
Warehouse in Chicago’s Maxwell Street neighborhood was born of a
need to develop an appropriate plan of action so that resources can be
reused to their fullest potential. By reaching beyond household recy-
clables, resources such as . . . used office furniture and supplies, sal-
vaged lumber, and broken bikes are turned into valuable assets for com-
munities, schools, and the general public” (Ken Dunn, “Letter from the
Director,” Resource Center Newsletter 1996).

The Creative Reuse Warehouse accepted everything from aquariums
to wood scraps. In a system where exchange value was a small but
necessary component, the warehouse accepted a three dollars donation
for every “bag” of materials visitors take, or visitors could swap a bag
of their own materials for a bag from the warehouse in a “creative
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exchange.” One of the major motivations for the creation of a reuse
center was to offer schoolteachers affordable materials for creative
classroom instruction. Other clients and customers included artists, par-
ents, social service agencies, and curious individuals.

Before it closed down, Uptown Recycling had actively pursued the
possibility of establishing a similar reuse center on Chicago’s North
Side. Jim Burris was then thinking of focusing more on “white goods”—
home appliances—and furniture refurbishing. He was pursuing agree-
ments with local housing agencies and advocates such as Habitat for
Humanity. URI would provide collection and refurbishing services for
affordable-housing agencies. The tentative plans for the center included
rehabbing an old warehouse using ecological design techniques and re-
cycled parts; creating a small-business incubator; and building a job
training and apprenticeship program for youth and adults. Local citi-
zen-workers and area businesses would have reaped numerous benefits.
With the demise of URI, however, the future of this plan is uncertain.

Big Fish Furniture

Part of the Resource Center’s reuse efforts include a wood salvaging
operation. Ken Dunn initiated this program after meeting the driver of a
large semitrailer hauling wood from a demolished building to a landfill.
He made a deal with the driver to deliver the wood to Big Fish Furni-
ture, a wood shop in Hyde Park, thus diverting these loads from the
landfill. This type of wood was perfect for building shelves and dining-
room tables. In return, Big Fish donates 10 percent of their profits to
the Resource Center.

The Resource Center is now actively seeking materials from building
and construction sites for reuse purposes, in what they are calling
“green demolition.” We note that while the Resource Center is losing
money on its curbside and buyback/drop-off recycling, the reuse end is
actually profitable. The Creative Reuse Warehouse coordinator, Chris-
tine Kordiuk, informed us that “we’re making money in reuse and we’re
very surprised too! It’s a year-and-a-half old project, although Ken’s
been doing it on a small scale for twenty-five years.”

The Big Fish shop is located on a site the Resource Center has used
for over twenty years. This is also the location of community gardens,
an earthen stove for community cookouts, apple trees, truck farms, an
artist studio, and a bicycle repair shop. Dunn explains the logic behind
the Big Fish furniture shop:

Our woodworking shop is producing a few nice lines of furniture out of this
old material, with a marketing edge. And we’re going to need a marketing
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edge because the trend is Scandinavian furniture. . . . So the marketing niche
is that many of us like quality things. I think everybody does. Why would you
deal with something rickety, falling down and ugly when you can have fine
things? I think a lot of us have given up on having fine things, knowing that it
often means participating in this global economy, which we think is harmful
to our community and to the South Side. Well, if you can salvage wood from
the waste stream, prevent it from going to the landfill, give it another life—in
fact, give it a really long ’nother life, because there’s real craftsmanship put
into the making of this furniture, so that it will actually become like an heir-
loom and be passed on and on. It’s well made out of quality materials. Instead
of buying another couple of years by having it being used as a fence post in
some garden, we’re buying another hundred years of use out of the crime we
committed by tearing down that tree in the first place.

Thus, the Resource Center harvests the urban ore to harness the power
of the marketplace for the good of the local community. In a way, the
Resource Center is bringing the Grand Crossing/Hyde Park area back
full circle, since it was the site of a strong furniture-making sector ear-
lier in the twentieth century.

The Blackstone Bike Co-op

Out of concern for the children in the poor neighborhoods around
Hyde Park who needed safe recreational outlets and experience with
skill-building activities, the Resource Center devised the following
plan: “In April of 1994, the Resource Center staff decided to provide
a productive outlet for neighborhood children in need of bicycles.
Since that time, the Bicycle Co-op has repaired several hundred used
and discarded bikes. The shop is stocked with recycled and donated
bicycles and parts. This is a place where neighborhood children can
customize and repair their own bikes under adult supervision. The es-
sential spirit of the bike shop is to engage children’s curiosity and to
match their energy and enthusiasm with worthwhile projects while
teaching them new skills” (Resource Center 1996). Through this pro-
gram the Resource Center again mobilized all available resources to-
ward the end of improving the lot of another often voiceless group of
people—children.

Turn a Lot Around

The Resource Center views “recycling” more broadly than the process
of postconsumer waste remanufacturing. Dunn has always sought to
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revitalize communities through recycling’s many forms. One way to do
this is by recycling land—specifically, blighted and vacant city lots that
proliferate in poor and minority communities. The Turn a Lot Around
project was developed to “clean and reclaim neglected vacant lots as
gardens or community spaces” (Resource Center 1996) and has created
attractive plots in neighborhoods all across Chicago’s South Side, in-
cluding spaces in public housing projects. Many of the individuals who
manage these gardens sell the produce locally. As we drove through the
Grand Crossing neighborhood with Ken Dunn, we observed profession-
ally landscaped lots with evergreens and colorful flowers growing in
compost, bordered by reused railroad ties. Dunn views the decline and
rise of neighborhoods as being driven more by perception than empiri-
cal reality. Racial segregation, white flight, and economic disinvestment
all occur largely because of perceptions about urban neighborhoods,
which are often inaccurate—though they are self-fulfilling prophecies
(Taub 1994). Dunn connects the Turn a Lot Around program to this
theory: “This is all the theory of decline being perception. And there’s a
lot of progress. We bring in compost, railroad ties, take away the rub-
ble, bring in plants. So this [lot] has just had a couple weeks work on it.
Let’s go around the block and see some of the lots we’ve finished. Take
a right turn at the fire hydrant there. So in the areas where we work we
try to get all the vacant buildings boarded up that way, which instead of
saying, ‘This place is going down,” it says, ‘Here’s some value in this
building: doesn’t this look attractive?’ So it kind of turns the psychology
around.” Ken Dunn informed us that in some cases, the sight of re-
claimed lots has indeed inspired developers to build new homes in these
neighborhoods.

Windows to the Future

In addition to vacant lots, thousands of abandoned buildings and con-
demned homes dot the landscape of Chicago’s South Side. These build-
ings drive more affluent residents away, reduce property tax bases, and
create eyesores and potential havens for criminals. The Resource Cen-
ter’s Windows to the Future initiative attempts to manage this problem
by boarding up and painting artwork on the windows of these build-
ings. Dunn recounts a successful effort to oust drug dealers from one
such property: “This [property] had gotten to be a major gang hangout
and a place for drug selling—these three vacant lots. And so the com-
munity—we talked to them—they decided that they were going to
spend time on these three lots. And the gang and drug dealing has actu-
ally gone elsewhere. They got the gang out of here and the perception
has been that this community is on the way back.”
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One building the authors saw was a home with pictures of children
and their families painted on the boarded windows. The Resource Cen-
ter’s goal here is to secure buildings that are structurally sound and
provide a sense of caring for them in hopes that they will be rehabilitated
to provide low-income housing. The Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) recently sold one such home to an owner who then
renovated it. Similar efforts are underway in other cities. The Heidelberg
Project in Detroit, for example, is run by an artist who reuses housing
materials to create art in front of abandoned homes in that city. This
project has attracted the attention of developers, artists, and community
activists nationally and internationally. Of more immediate importance
to the residents of this community, the Resource Center’s work has re-
moved areas of Grand Crossing and other neighborhoods from the unof-
ficial “off-limits” status by which they were stigmatized. Dunn explains:
“There is still the stamp of care and that’s maybe what’s needed to turn
things around. And if you are building housing in the City, what better
place than here? We’re right along the Illinois Central [railroad] tracks
here [and] near the lake [Michigan]. This is a prime place to live. What
you need to do is watch the community. As long as it’s going down, stay
out. But as soon as it starts coming back you’d better get in there and
build the housing.” Windows to the Future therefore has symbolic mean-
ing. The word window indicates opportunity and the word future under-
scores the focus on the long-term viability of the Neighborhood.

Community-Based Sustainable Development Enterprises:
“Doing Good but Not Doing Well”

Community-based recycling has a dual status as an economic enterprise
on one hand and a social movement on the other. The relative emphasis
on the two dimensions of this type of recycling organization has varied
over time and space. Their struggles and the eventual closing of Uptown
Recycling warrant a brief assessment of the achievements of nonprofit,
community-based recycling centers.

URI’s survival for over a decade was testimony that a social move-
ment organization could create a community-based recycling center. In
contrast, a former official of the city of Chicago labeled these organiza-
tions as “boutiques” that could never serve the entire Chicago area. Yet
by allowing marginalized social groups operating in the informal econ-
omy to bring scavenged materials to the recycling yard where the mate-
rials could be sold in bulk to larger for-profit firms, both the Resource
Center and URI served as “mediating institutions” (Lamphere 1992)
between the larger political economy and the local community and also
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as intermediaries between the formal and informal economies. As such,
they provided a modicum of social and economic stability that local
residents could depend on over time. An alley entrepreneur, carting up
several pounds of scrap metal and aluminum to the Resource Cener’s
buyback site, told us: “Well it’s a blessing. You know what I’m saying?
Because a lot of brothers are on General Assistance. They [the govern-
ment] cut that out. And then they don’t want to give you no work. So I
got to fall back on this and then a lot of people ain’t got nothing to fall
back on, man. And everybody’s in the street.” This entrepreneur offered
a searing critique of welfare reform and its impact on persons who have
to live hand-to-mouth.

Phil Foster, an alley entrepreneur who describes himself as “the
homeless man on Fifty-third street,” has frequented the Resource Cen-
ter’s buyback site since 1986. He had a lot of positive things to say
about Ken Dunn and the center:

I think I’m very good friends with Ken on an employer-employee basis. I’m a
scavenger and I go to him for my livelihood. If this place closed it would be a
big hardship on me. . . . I don’t want to be on public aid unless it’s absolutely
necessary. But that’s the reason why I want to recycle, because it keeps me
free from public assistance. And it’s a little money, not much, but I’d rather
have this than be on the public aid all the time.

Authors: Did you know that just yesterday President Clinton signed a wel-
fare reform bill that some people think will throw a lot of folks out onto
the street? What do you think about that?

Phil: Public aid should be for those who really need it. And that’s all I got to
say.

This is a surprising comment because this man looked as if he had not
had new clothes, a bath, a haircut, a square meal, or a tooth brushing in
years! He also wore no shoes.

Damon, an Uptown Recycling employee, told us that he had been
addicted to drugs, living on the street, and in prison over several years.
He found difficult to “go straight” with odd jobs and day labor his only
employment options. His work at Uptown Recycling, however, was his
first steady, reliable employment in years.

These are just a few of the stories we heard from alley entrepreneurs
and employees who eked out a living through URI and the Resource
Center. These “mediating institutions” (Lamphere 1992) also pushed
for positive political change. Both organizations were represented on
the Chicago Recycling Coalition’s board of directors. They were instru-
mental in helping pass the Burke-Hanson Ordinance, mandating recy-
cling in the city of Chicago. Both organizations also worked in the public
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schools to educate youth and the general public about materials recyc-
ling, composting, and reuse. These campaigns were as much about po-
litical education as they were about environmental education. Both URI
and the Resource Center stayed close to their social movement roots in
this respect. They saw education as a long-term effort to change the
way citizen-workers view the world, in order to impact social behavior.

The centers also constructed a strong political community by creating
networks of politically mobilized groups within the neighborhoods. For
example: URI provided a place where the local liberal community could
volunteer time for the organization. URI and the Resource Center were
aided by a substantial cadre of volunteers who engaged in much of the
work that the “rank-and-file” laborers did, as a demonstration of their
commitment to the social movement . Volunteerism is a core foundation
of most social causes, despite the tendency for “social movement indus-
tries” to develop. URI’s staff and volunteers canvassed the neighbor-
hood, mobilizing resources in a classic community organizing strategy
(McCarthy and Zald 1977). They recruited local associations to mar-
shal support for curbside pickup programs. Over time, the connections
with local neighborhood networks increased, creating strong political
support for a population that was otherwise hidden and forgotten—the
poor, the homeless, people of color, and immigrants.

Yet, while there is much to celebrate about community-based recyc-
ling, its future seems bleak. This uncertainty in Chicago is of course
most readily observable in the failure of Uptown Recycling to survive in
the blue bag era. This has brought about a substantial job loss for peo-
ple like Phil and Damon. It has also left the neighborhood without a
centering force for the political networks. As we noted above, while still
operating today, the Resource Center has also found the emerging re-
cycling marketplace a hostile terrain that threatens its survival.

Thus, the blue bag program is an example of a municipal program
that was well funded but socially uncreative. The Resource Center and
Uptown Recycling are examples of two major recycling operations that
were very innovative at organizing around socially creative ideas and
practices. The failure of the community-based centers cannot be attrib-
uted to programmatic miscalculations by the organizations. Rather, the
community-based centers failed because they could not overcome the
challenges posed by the existing political-economic structure, which had
led to a powerful group of larger waste-hauling organizations expand-
ing their interests into recycling. Community-based centers were resisted
by a combination of municipal officials and private-sector waste haulers
and overpowered by the substantial influence of these large firms in
their market decisions, and by these same firms’ influence on municipal
officials and agencies.



Five

Industrial Recycling Zones and Parks:
Creating Alternative Recycling Models

Environmental Movements and Industrial Ecology:
The Logic of Recycling Parks and Recycling Zones

In this chapter, we outline some recent attempts to create recycling in-
dustrial parks or zones and innovative MRFs. Recycling industrial
parks or zones modify production processes in order to “reduce, reuse,
and recycle” their feedstocks and waste products. The impetus arises
from the work of ecologists, systems theorists, and business leaders who
have developed the concept of industrial ecology (Tibbs 1992, 1993;
Ayres 1989; Graedel and Allenby 1995; Socolow et al. 1995). Industrial
ecology emphasizes a new paradigm under which firms would operate.
Environmental standards and regulations are seen as business oppor-
tunities under this paradigm, rather than as obstacles to be dodged (Bell
1998). The National Academy of Sciences has defined industrial ecology
as “a new approach to the industrial design of products and processes
and the implementation of sustainable manufacturing strategies. It is a
concept in which an industrial system is viewed, not in isolation from
its surrounding systems, but in concert with them. Industrial ecology
seeks to optimize the total material cycle from virgin material to fin-
ished material, to component, to product, to waste product, and to ulti-
mate disposal” (Jelewski et al 1992). Thus, industrial ecology calls for a
more holistic examination of production, where wastes generated from
one part of a production process may actually become feedstocks for
another part of production.

Proponents of industrial ecology have developed designs for indus-
trial systems that are powered with few inputs, except solar power, and
that produce few wastes. A much-cited example is the industrial ecosys-
tem in Kalundborg, Denmark, which contains a host of linked indus-
trial facilities, including a refinery, power plant, pharmaceutical com-
pany, fish farm, greenhouse, wallboard factory, and a district heating
plant. The facilities are linked to each other through a system design
that allows them to share and exchange energy and wastes. Thus, the
entire system is a network of interrelated processes. Every waste pro-
duced is used as a feedstock in another process. Hardin Tibbs refers to
the project as an “industrial ecosystem” (1992). As in a natural ecosys-
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tem, industrial ecology projects are premised on three central assump-
tions: (1) an industrial system should be able to function within its
means; (2) an industrial system should feature diversity and intercon-
nection of constituents and (3) there should be no waste. By-products of
every metabolic process should be the inputs for another process. In a
sense, the linkages create a kind of industrial “food chain.” Mar-
strander’s (1996: 200) depiction notes that limited resources are re-
quired as inputs, and limited wastes are produced. Instead of simply
using resources, firms share energy and “all sorts of activities related to
the recycling of used products.”1

The cases offered in this chapter raise a number of doubts about the
feasibility of industrial ecology as a pragmatic strategy for sustainable
community development. The political space for industrial ecology ad-
vocacy has arisen mostly because contemporary environmental move-
ments have challenged the logic of modern corporate practices. Such
social movements have increased the transaction costs of many multina-
tional firms. Among other activities, environmental groups have filed
lawsuits and engaged in publicity campaigns, documenting environmen-
tal degradation generated by these corporations. Additional pressure
from these movements has been stimulated by new scientific evidence of
widespread ecological problems, including global warming, the growing
ozone hole, and habitat destruction.2

More recently, political and economic space for industrial ecology has
arisen as the publicity about global environmental issues has energized
national governments to consider new policies to regulate national and
multinational firms operating in their countries. A major task force of
the President’s Council on Sustainable Development presented a series

1 Early precursors of this logic included the idea of earth as a “spaceship,” which must
husband and reuse its resources in order to survive in a hostile galaxy. Moreover, tech-
niques derived from these concepts were actually modeled in various spacecrafts conduct-
ing missions in the earth’s orbit. Biological wastes of the crew were recycled and reused,
for example, in order to minimize the need for a larger weight of support systems on long
space voyages. And with regard to solid waste more broadly, space vehicles could not
merely dispose of these in space, since the solid materials would continue to orbit the
earth and present potential hazards for spacecraft.

2 Small-scale environmental movement groups, even in “developing” countries, have
increasing access to information on both these environmental problems and anticorporate
campaigns through the Internet and other means of rapid and cost-effective communica-
tion. Thus, a variety of such movements can raise the cost of “business as usual” for
corporate leaders and managers by publicizing their firm’s problems, even to the extent
that such groups have been raising these issues at annual shareholder meetings. An even
newer strategy used by some social and environmental organizations is to purchase blocks
of shares in the polluting/depleting firms. They then use their voting position to gain seats
on the boards of trustees of these firms or to propose shareholder resolutions in order to
place pressures directly onto senior officers of the firms (Gedicks 1993).
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of recommendations to Vice President Gore’s office. These would suc-
cessively raise standards for energy use and resulting emission for firms
in order to reduce global warming (PCSD 1999). Again, this can be
traced to efforts by the environmental movement to raise awareness and
even fund research. It follows on international conferences in Rio de
Janeiro and Kyoto seeking international agreements to reduce global
warming. U.S. environmental movements have pressured the President’s
Council to adopt some American responses because the United States
has been relatively unresponsive to the international pressures at these
conferences.

It is important to note that the earliest impetus for industrial ecology
actually arose from within the environmental research community itself.
The basic design, engineering apparatus, work, and management tech-
niques have largely been developed by environmentalists working in a
variety of academic fields. This context is important to recognize. Indus-
trial ecology did not arise from within mainstream firms or dominant
political channels. Rather, it arose as a challenge to the existing system
by various elements from within the environmental community. As a
challenger to the system, industrial ecology faces two problems.

First, it is a small movement representing a few firms, academic de-
partments, and think tanks. Its small scale means that industrial ecology
advocates have not been able to fund pilot projects needed to attract
attention from major financial institutions or venture capitalists. IE ad-
vocates also do not enjoy any substantial public presence in the main-
stream media. While some foundations are interested, they lack the cap-
ital it would take to fund the quantity and quality of pilot projects to
give industrial ecology a national presence. As a result, it is difficult for
local groups to obtain the financial support needed to implement local
industrial ecology projects.

The second obstacle industrial ecology confronts is the active organi-
zational hostility that is typically directed against any challenge move-
ment (Gamson 1975). The movement is not large enough to successfully
organize a major campaign. By contrast, the oil/gas and auto industries
have effectively lobbied against solar power and other alternative en-
ergy sources and public transit systems for decades. Yet alternative local
projects still raise enough uneasiness among larger established industrial
actors for the latter to engage in local campaigns designed to undermine
these organizations. Recycling-arena projects are labeled by other waste
firms and mainstream political organizations as unproven, risky, and
futuristic. These negative labels exacerbate the financial problems of
community-based alternative organizations. They also intimidate local
politicians who do not want to risk their political capital on “un-
proven” projects. Simultaneously, these mainstream firms attempt to
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capture local political support by repackaging their own efforts as being
“green.” Thus, they argue that they can better provide the ecological
benefits without the economic risks associated with “pie-in-the-sky”
technologies.

Some environmentalists nonetheless argue that even these resistant
firms will come around to industrial ecology once they recognize its
economic potential. They also argue that local or national governments
need only offer clear economic signals to firms in order to get them to
recognize and incorporate ecological values. An early argument by
economists (e.g., Mishan 1967; Boulding 1971, 1973) was that once
firms obtained a proper evaluation of environmental harms, they would
“internalize” these costs in their planning. Western economics argued
that such internalization would be in the firms’ long-term interests. If
they avoided exacerbating environmental problems, it would ultimately
(and often in the near term) prove cheaper and more profitable for them
to do so.3

The examples in this chapter suggest that this scenario has often not
been much realized. In the following sections we present some case
studies. We then use these case to generate some broader theoretical
interpretations.

Promises in Maywood

Maywood, Illinois, is a Near West suburb of Chicago that has become a
deindustrialized community of color. In the early 1970s, Maywood was
a prospering industrial community where citizen-workers had jobs and
their families had homes. The American Can Company alone employed

3 It is also important to note that a key component of this argument is that regulatory
bodies and environmental activists must actively guard against corporate violations. Once
the political and economic pressures exerted by these two protesting entities diminishes,
then the firm’s managers often realize that it is cheaper once more to pollute and deplete,
since “no one is watching.” Even where the firm has installed costly new physical technol-
ogies to reduce environmental additions and withdrawals, we argue that it may nonethe-
less be more profitable not to retrofit other facilities with them or not to apply these same
technologies in plants engaged in new manufacturing lines.

Some of this pattern has been observed by David Sonnenfeld (1998). He notes that the
practices of Southeast Asian forest product companies have often involved technologies
that reduce the use of chlorine in the pulp and paper process. In part, these technologies
have become cheaper because western European countries have done the research and
development costs in order to protect their own waterways. Yet despite this “industrial
ecology” step, other types of practices in these companies have become more environmen-
tally pernicious. This is often a pattern where additions can be relatively cheaply reduced
by firms, but these same firms expand their withdrawals from ecosystems (thereby deplet-
ing habitats) in order to sustain high profits.
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over twenty-five hundred local residents. This bustling economy was
matched by the local culture. Maywood was known for its vibrant
downtown retail district, complete with playhouses and movie theaters.
For many years, Maywood had been known as the “Village of Eternal
Light.”

If Maywood in 1970 represented everything that was right about
American society, Maywood in the 1990s represented everything that
had gone wrong since then in urban America. As in many marginalized
urban communities, the decline of Maywood can actually be traced to
race baiting that began in the 1960s. Small numbers of African Ameri-
cans moved into Maywood in search of social stability and jobs. Un-
scrupulous realtors began panic-peddling the housing market. Realtors
pitted whites against blacks, block busting neighborhoods by driving
whites out of Maywood and admitting blacks, depressing the local
housing market. Maywood’s housing market collapsed at the same time
the broader deindustrialization of urban America was accelerating.

Maywood’s own industrial base disappeared by the end of the 1970s.
Closings started with the American Can and Canada Dry companies.
After these facilities shut down, wages declined, inducing next a col-
lapse of the local retail sector. The central business district then lost its
major retail stores, including Sears, Montgomery Ward, and Florsheim
Shoes. These closings further depressed the local wage base. Thus began
the vicious cycle of social and economic decline. In the 1980s, May-
wood’s depression was typical of many Chicago areas (see Wilson 1996
for a thorough review). With no industrial tax base, real estate taxes
increased. People with economic resources fled to escape the high taxes.
Maywood was left with those residents who were unable to leave. High
local unemployment created considerable increases in the need for
social services, but the Reagan administration had cut such federal
programs.

Maywood was stuck: to revitalize their economy they needed an infu-
sion of revenue. The federal government would not help, and the local
residents could not help. By 1990, Maywood was beset by a high crime
rate, high unemployment, and higher taxes. At the same time, it had
lower revenues for all services (including police). It also had growing
homelessness, a rapid rise in drug abuse and teenage pregnancies, and
increased youth gang activity. As happened in many other marginalized
urban communities, Maywood refused to simply give up. Instead the
community turned inward, with local leaders seeking new ideas for
community development.

The response, known as the “Maywood Strategic Plan,” concluded
that the village faced three intersecting dilemmas: (1) the flight of pri-
vate industry, (2) the withdrawal of the federal government, and (3) the
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loss of local residents with resources. Left with fewer resources, May-
wood responded by seeking ways to “maximize the coordination of all
existing resources in the neighborhood planning units” (Resource Con-
version Systems 1994: 6). The architect of the Maywood vision de-
scribed the problem and response:

Maywood is ideally located near the business core of the Midwest. It is situ-
ated within 15 miles of Chicago’s Central Business District, the Loop. The
greater metropolitan area is home to a population base of approximately six
million. The work-force pool is recognized for its “hard work” ethic in indus-
try. Unfortunately here, as elsewhere, there has existed a complete lack of
local or regional planning for reuse of its vast urban waste resource. For
years, the only classical disposition considered had been landfilling and incin-
eration (Resource Conversion Systems 1994).

At a time when other urban areas were simply scrambling for economic
development at all costs, the Maywood Plan made an unprecedented
link between its urban decline and opportunities for environmental res-
toration that could provide social, economic, and ecological benefits.

In the late 1980s, two urban planners, Ralph O’Conner, Maywood’s
director of community development, and Bill Connerty, conducted a
“community visioning plan” for Maywood. From their inventory of lo-
cal human and natural resources, it became apparent to them that May-
wood had two primary resources: a proven productive labor force that
was desperate for jobs, and garbage. Linking the two assets, they de-
vised a unique plan to put people back to work through remanufactur-
ing. The local workforce was going to turn garbage into marketable
products. This idea was buttressed by the availability of cheap land in
Maywood. Many of the old industrial sites were not marketable. In-
dustrial properties located in such declining communities—especially
brownfield sites contaminated from previous users—attracted few buyers.
It seemed reasonable that Maywood could procure such a piece of land
on which to place an innovative recycling mill. Ralph O’Conner stated,
“So you ask yourself, ‘What is my son going to do? Is he going to run
around mad at the world as a victim because of something that hap-
pened five hundred years ago?’ In the end, it’s going to boil down to: if
the street is not safe enough to walk on, then how am I going to get
business to come in? So what resource do I have? Waste and idle people.
You put those together and it’s the future: recycling people. It’ll be a
rebirth of people’s minds.”

Placing mini-mills in the urban core was not a new idea. Others had
talked about the “urban forest”—a metaphor for the plentiful supply of
discarded paper products—to be used as secondary fiber in remanufac-
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turing operations. Maywood’s challenge was even greater. They had to
transform what many observers saw as an urban wasteland into a plen-
tiful urban forest. To grow that forest, an innovative plan was neces-
sary. O’Conner and Connerty therefore envisioned a recycling industrial
park. Basic to the plan was the establishment of an advanced Integrated
Materials Recovery Facility (I-MRF).

The I-MRF would take both presorted recyclables from curbside
pickups and mixed solid waste from trash receptacles. Both materials
would then be taken to the I-MRF, where new sorting, screening, pneu-
matics, impulse, and magnetic technologies would be used to extract
paper, metals, plastics, and glass. Every material recovered from the
waste stream would flow directly into an adjacent industrial plant,
which would convert the materials into new products. The idea was to
have as many of these converting plants as possible. These would either
be on-site or located nearby in Maywood. Chart 5.1 is a representation
of the envisioned facility.

Both presorted and mixed waste deliveries would be brought to the
loading dock of the I-MRF. Waste paper removed would first be redi-
rected to a mini–pulp mill located in the recycling park. The mill would
repulp the paper directly for sales on the open market. Revenue from
these sales would help support the industrial park through the mini-
mill’s rent payments. Organics (i.e., food and yard wastes) would next
be removed from the waste stream. They would be fed directly into an
ethanol plant, which would work in conjunction with a utility plant on-
site to generate power to run the I-MRF. Excess power and ethanol
would be sold, bring still more income for the industrial park. Origi-
nally, other recyclables were to be sold on the open market via brokers,
creating revenue for the park. Over time, more of these converted mate-
rials would be used in the facility by new manufacturing tenants. Ini-
tially, 60–70 percent of the locally generated waste would be recycled
into energy and paper. An additional 10–15 percent would be recovered
recyclables to be baled on site and sold in commercial markets.

The Village of Maywood would benefit in a number of other ways.
First, the industrial park would initially provide 275 permanent jobs.
These would be filled by local residents, thus providing an influx of
revenue into the village. Wages would likely be spent in local stores and
banks. This would inject more money into local circulation and revital-
ize the old central business district.

Second, the Industrial Park would generate more revenue as the local
tax base increased. The village could then expand much-needed social
services. Maywood would levy taxes against the facility based on its
advancing capital improvements. A portion of these taxes would be



114 C H A P T E R  F I V E

5.1 Proposed Maywood Recycling Industrial Park (Resource Conversion Systems, Inc.
1994)

used in part to retire Maywood bonds previously issued to provide fi-
nancing for public improvements designed to support the I-MRF. The
rest could then be used for other public needs.

Third, the facility would increase outside traffic into the village.
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Truck drivers would deliver garbage and remove products. This in-
creased traffic, in combination with a revitalized local workforce, would
support a variety of new small businesses, which could include gas sta-
tions, diners, pharmacies, and other service enterprises. And fourth,
Maywood could then supply the I-MRF with water and waste-water
services on a metered fee basis, creating even more revenue for the city.

The planners purposely selected paper as one of the initial products
the park would produce because it seemed to fit well within the emerg-
ing political economy. The state of Illinois had earlier mandated that at
least 25 percent of Illinois’s total purchases of paper and paper products
be remanufactured (i.e., recycled) products. This was to increase to 40
percent by 1996. Such requirements, combined with the emergence of
local markets, suggested that paper would be a readily marketable
product. There also seemed to be a related growing demand for card-
board products, and there were a number of companies interested in
moving to Maywood in the near future to use their cardboard.

Ethanol, the I-MRF’s second product, also seemed to command an-
other growing market. Organic wastes removed from the waste stream
could not be directly marketed. Instead of paying tipping fees to landfill
them, the I-MRF would use these organics to generate energy and to be
converted into ethanol. This process would keep the I-MRF operational
costs low. Converted ethanol would also tap into a growing market,
since it had the additional appeal as a fuel regarded as somewhat envi-
ronmentally friendly. Moreover, it was politically attractive as a secure
resource, especially by contrast with petroleum. This plan was proposed
just after the Gulf War, which had stimulated new fears of disrupted oil
imports for the first time since the 1970s energy crisis.

The I-MRF facility would be located on nineteen acres of consoli-
dated industrial property where the American Can Company (ACC)
once stood. This location provided O’Conner and Connerty with the
symbolism of Maywood’s rebirth from the “ashes” of ACC. The facility
was bounded by working rails on one side and major roads on other
sides. Moreover, the site was not likely to be used otherwise. Ironically,
the city of Maywood was founded in 1869 by a group of wealthy indus-
trialists from Vermont. They founded the Maywood Company, which
attempted to build the “ideal community” next to an expanding city of
Chicago. Maywood would once again serve as a site for another revolu-
tionary way to combine commerce and community, the I-MRF, and as a
place that escaped the social problems associated with Chicago. But
how could Maywood implement this impressive idea after the village
had foundered?

Initially, Maywood contracted out with a small Texas firm called Re-
source Conversion Systems (RCS). RCS seemed to be on the verge of



116 C H A P T E R  F I V E

securing the capital needed to start the industrial park. At the sugges-
tion of RCS, Maywood sent out a Request for Proposals (RFP) in the
fall of 1990. It required, said Bill Connerty, “something innovative and
creative in a manufacturing process, where they used feedstock from the
area’s recycling program.” It also stipulated that the facility must con-
tain no incineration. Reaching this stage was an expensive and time-
consuming process: Maywood had spent thirty thousand dollars and six
months just preparing for the RFP.

It soon became apparent that although Maywood had the science and
politics right, they were not going to be able to come up with financing.
Large economic actors did not want to invest money and time in a
project that was so different from conventional practices. This paral-
leled Chicago’s experience with Waste Management, which was primar-
ily interested in recycling programs built on preexisting practices and in
the city’s willingness to put up much of the risk capital. Maywood
could not meet either of these two conditions. Developing a very differ-
ent type of production system required creativity, flexibility, and faith.
Large players were opposed to these risky conditions. And Maywood
needed their help because it lacked indigenous resources.

Conversely, smaller companies with new technologies were not big
enough to pay for the full program. Of one company that did want to
take part in the recycling park, O’Conner noted:

It’s basically small guys that are getting capitalized, and most of them just
want to license their technology and let you know it’s available. A lot of them
don’t want to put that much in from an equity standpoint. . . . . We’ve got
one tire [recycling] guy who will put together the plant. You buy the equip-
ment—they don’t want to run it and they don’t want any equity in it—all
they want is to give you a license agreement and sell you their equipment and
they’re out—a turnkey operation. They’ll train you and they’ll set it up, but
they don’t really want to own it.

A growing sociological literature confirms the widespread existence
of this dilemma of financing innovations (e.g., Harrison 1994). Large
players in the marketplace tend to develop technologies that fit within
their these production patterns. Their goal is to take preexisting pro-
cesses and lines and make them operate more efficiently. Revolutionary
technologies tend to come from the outside. They are generated by
more entrepreneurial firms. Yet these innovative firms often run into
difficult capital outlay problems. It takes an average of seven years to
get a new technology from idea to market (Timmons 1994). Somebody
has to float a startup company of highly experienced personnel for a
significant period of time. This means that the firm is often nearly cash-
dry by the time the product gets to market and has great difficulty ad-
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vertising or setting up new marketing networks. Many good technolo-
gies never succeed because their creators lack the necessary funds.

Many such companies could have done quite well had they been able
to locate in Maywood. With such close proximity to Chicago, media
coverage would have been guaranteed, thus widening their customer
base. But the firms did not have the funds to do this. What emerged was
a plan for a small city with innovative ideas and firms, and a range of
innovative technologies that could put the ideas into practice. But a
paucity of funds to link the two eventually undermined the project, a
common paradox and market failure. Large cities do not have the in-
centive to search out small innovative players, while the large market
players are only seeking markets for conventional products in these
large municipalities. The latter effectively lock out innovative smaller
players, who cannot match offers in terms of either cost or size. This
was indeed the case in Chicago with respect to the community-based
recycling centers, which were displaced by Waste Management. More
depressed municipalities also have the incentive, but lack the financial
base. As O’Conner stated: “No one has that much faith in the mar-
ketplace for recycled products and emerging technologies. That’s why
it’s going to take places like Maywood that are biting on the concept of
sustainability to keep pushing for that type of thing.”

Absent players include local banks. Community reinvestment studies
demonstrate that depressed communities can be a windfall for large
urban banks (Taub 1994). For the vast majority of communities, how-
ever, these banks have been absent. As O’Conner noted, the problem for
“eco-preneurs” like himself and Connerty was quite simple: “They were
not able to develop the technology to convince the capital markets that
there was something pending here. Everybody [we] talked with looked
at it with the mind that it was unproven technology . . . [and] there was
no sense in throwing away risk capital in something that didn’t have a
proven track record.”

Another useful and related political-economic model is the emerging
practice of “micro-lending” to small business entrepreneurs (Derber
1995). Micro-lending has also caught on in the Third World, with Ban-
gladesh’s Grameen Bank being the hallmark. Founded and managed by
Professor Muhammad Yunus, the Grameen Bank has provided thou-
sands of village entrepreneurs with small business loans. One of the
bank’s missions is to help “raise families out of poverty” (Cabral 1998)
through funding self-employment ventures. The Ford Foundation, the
Aspen Institute, and others have also recently become active in micro-
lending. Yet micro-credit proponents often ignore the alarmingly high
rate of failure among small businesses. At the very least, though, micro-
lending offers one alternative investment model. Innovative and risky
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proposals like Maywood’s recycling industrial park might have had
some chance if such progressive banks had been involved (cf. Taub
1994). Unfortunately, the plan for a Recycling Industrial Park in May-
wood was put on indefinite hold. O’Conner and Connerty were dis-
missed, but still retained enough faith in their ideas to set up a consult-
ing firm, Ersatz, to try to market their concept to other communities.

Reviving West Garfield Park: The Bethel New Life Story

A variation on the Recycling Industrial Park proposal in Maywood was
a Recycling Industrial Zone proposed by Bethel New Life. Bethel is a
nonprofit community development corporation (CDC) located in the
poor African American community of West Garfield Park, on Chicago’s
West Side. Community development practitioners at Bethel New Life
faced obstacles similar to those confronting the Maywood planners.
They had the challenge of trying to be socially and environmentally
responsible and fiscally solvent from within an economically hollowed-
out community. Bethel’s social mission was also a part of its religious
mission, as it was affiliated with the Lutheran Church. Since the five
riots occurring between 1965 and 1969 in West Garfield Park, Bethel
New Life’s president, Mary Nelson, struggled to revitalize this blighted,
poverty-stricken, and polluted community.

West Garfield Park was crippled by the flight of banks, investors,
grocery stores, and other businesses during the 1970s. It suffered the
pain of white flight during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Between
1970 and 1990, the community also lost about 40 percent of its hous-
ing stock. West Garfield Park in 1994 was nearly 100 percent African
American and the unemployment rate was “close to 27%” (Bethel New
Life 1994). Nelson notes that the neighborhood was haunted by “dete-
riorating apartment buildings. Drug pushers are visible on the streets
day and night [in] a ghost town of an industrial area.”

Mary Nelson explained that West Garfield Park “looks like Germany
after the second world war” (Bethel New Life 1994). In a five-block
area on Lake Street, the main industrial area, there were thirteen empty
buildings. Many of them had “for sale” signs posted. Toxic waste was
recently discovered inside and around a large building where children
played. But this “brownfield” had yet to be cleaned because of devel-
opers’ fears of cleanup liability and costs. There were forty known
brownfields in West Garfield Park alone, making it a classic urban
wasteland.

Bethel New Life was one of a growing number of CDCs that aimed
to move beyond a “bricks and mortar” approach to community devel-
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opment. They were seeking new ways to build up the social infrastruc-
ture as well as the physical infrastructure (H. Rubin 1994; Stoecker
1994). Bethel’s mission was to create a viable and sustainable commu-
nity by providing living wage jobs. Bethel had a proven track record in
this area. The organization was a multitiered, complex CDC that had
leveraged resources to build several single and multifamily homes in the
community. It also maintained an employment agency, a small business
institute, and a performing arts center and engaged in land redevelop-
ment and waste recycling.

The story of Bethel New Life is instructive because they were a few
steps ahead of the Maywood planners. Since 1984, Bethel had operated
a buyback recycling center that had paid out over one million dollars in
cash to residents. Deciding to take the next step, in 1992 they opened a
full-sized materials recovery facility that created thirty-five new jobs.
But once they realized such jobs were dead-end positions, they closed
the MRF and started work on the concept of a recycling industrial zone
instead.

Similar to O’Conner and Connerty’s ideas for Maywood, Bethel then
saw a partial solution to their community’s problems by connecting two
resources: unemployed residents and the abundance of municipal waste
in the area. Mary Nelson envisioned the MRF as just one component of
a recycling industrial zone. She had plans to attract industrial recyclers
of construction and demolition debris and tires to the area. Like O’Con-
ner and Connerty’s plans, these were largely new and untested technolo-
gies. Nelson also stirred up anger among several Chicago-based envi-
ronmentalists by seeking an agreement from the city of Chicago to buy
steam from its large (and polluting) municipal incinerator to heat
Bethel’s recycling plant (this was the Northwest Incinerator, which was
later shut down).

Although that agreement never materialized, two years later, Bethel
turned over the MRF ownership to a for-profit company under a lease
agreement. This was a minority-owned company specializing in com-
mercial paper recycling. Bethel made the pragmatic decision to partner
with Fiber Source because the latter had the greater capacity, capital
resources, and expertise needed to survive in a volatile business climate.
True to its social service roots, Bethel had Fiber Source sign a hiring
agreement to the effect that they would, to quote a Bethel employee,
“first hire from applicants that we refer from our employment center.”
This was where Bethel ran into problems. As Steve Steinhoff, Bethel’s
director of industrial development, explained it: “Unfortunately, the
partnership with Fiber Source didn’t really work out from the stand-
point of (1) their living up to any commitment to hire people who the
employment office referred to them, or even develop any type of work-
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ing relationship with our employment office and (2) our effort to either
lease or sell them the equipment that was in the building or sell them
the property—all those negotiations for a long period of time never
went anywhere.”

When asked, “Is it possible that Fiber Source was concerned with the
quality of the local labor pool?” Steinhoff replied, “I’m sure that was
part of it, but in my opinion they never made any reasonable or sincere
attempt to address that. After a lot of hounding and badgering, they
placed a call to our office and hired one person and a month later they
fired him. They were not sincere [and] it was clear that they did not
have any goal or desire to make that part of their objective. They saw
that as a kind of pain that they had to deal with.”

In accordance with the “low road” to development that many firms
are taking, the desire for limited corporate liability for their employees
is becoming popular (Gonos 1997). By signing a hiring agreement with
Bethel, Fiber Source was able to secure the development of a new site
and new markets. But they had little intention of hiring locally. Bethel
sought a relationship or a partnership, while Fiber Source viewed the
deal as simply another transaction. They may have decided that agree-
ing to locate a business in the blighted neighborhood of West Garfield
Park was sufficient to satisfy Bethel and local citizen-workers. It is likely
that they did not anticipate Bethel’s aggressive efforts to enforce this
agreement.

In a real sense, both Bethel and Maywood were trying to build
“something out of nothing,” to pull their communities up by their boot-
straps (an impossible act, according to the laws of physics). Both orga-
nizations were concerned with attracting new technologies to areas that
were characterized by high unemployment, degraded housing stock, and
a lack of the basic institutions needed to make their communities func-
tion smoothly. Maywood and West Garfield Park are in many ways
hyperrepresentations of the ills facing neighborhoods of poor urban citi-
zen-workers. Thus, it is not surprising that officials in Maywood and
West Garfield Park were desperate enough to consider unproven tech-
nologies that might eventually provide net economic and social benefits.
These dilemmas are not unique to Maywood and West Garfield Park: in
the next section, we outline similar dynamics in two other regional
communities—DuPage County, Illinois, and Gary, Indiana.

Resistance to Innovations: DuPage County and Gary, Indiana

In other cities and counties located in the Chicagoland area, recycling
advocates are also struggling to create new development linkages from
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recycling. We briefly turn to two areas near Chicago where these trends
are also apparent.

DuPage County

In DuPage County, Illinois, a public-private MRF was built in 1991 to
meet the state of Illinois’s waste recycling requirements. This was the
first publicly owned, privately operated MRF in the Midwest (Evans-
ton’s Center was built in 1992). A number of similar centers had been
in operation in New England and California. DuPage County is home
to the two largest landfills in Illinois—Green Valley (Waste Manage-
ment–operated, owned by DuPage County Forest District) and Mallard
Lake (Browning Ferris Industries–operated).

A 1988 Illinois law established a surcharge on all landfills. It man-
dated that 40 percent of this surcharge would go to the host county, and
60 percent would go to fund a solid waste plan and recycling programs.
When the DuPage MRF was built in 1991, it was one of the most mod-
ern facilities in the world. It was designed to run for one shift—eight
hours—at 155 tons per day (tpd). As Eric Keeley, the manager of the
MRF at that time, remembers it, “We did a capacity test, and it had a
capacity rating of greater than 210 tons per day with peaks over 300!”

Unfortunately for Keeley and his prized MRF, the DuPage County
political and economic elite were not interested in supporting public-
private recycling partnerships. During the early-to-mid 1990s, the pre-
vailing political climate was hostile to the idea of “big government.”
Social service–oriented programs, even those with minimal state sup-
port, were often viewed as fiscal drains. This was especially so in Du-
Page County, the third richest county per capita in the United States and
a bastion of fiscal conservatism. The twenty-five-member county board
was all Republican, and the members were vocal supporters of free-
market policies.

To make matters worse for Keeley, Waste Management was also
headquartered in the county and was a highly respected business pres-
ence. As if that were not enough, Keeley told us about the difficulties he
had competing in the same county with another medium-sized private
recycler, Resource Management:

The county wanted us to fail because of severe pressures from local corpora-
tions and outlying MRFs in other counties. Any action I took to upgrade and
support our facility was viewed as a direct attack on other facilities. We spent
$10 million for the intermediate processing facility [another term for a
MRF]—$5 million went to the building, $1.5 million went to the land, and
the $3 million or so left over went to equipment. The reason for this was the
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zoning laws. Zoning is harsh—we need so many sprinklers, and they don’t
want trash around. Cal’s [the manager of Resource Management, Naperville’s
private MRF] facility is different. Go there and I dare you to look for a sprin-
kler there. In ours, in DuPage, a fire isn’t a concern because workers can
drown (because we have so many sprinklers)!

The political ascendancy of a “small government” ideology and the
presence of nearby influential private firms both created a hostile envi-
ronment for this MRF.

Aside from the favoritism that Keeley alleges Resource Management
received from county officials, local commodification of recycling soon
displaced its social and ecological dimensions. This commodification led
to the regressive policy we have termed “getting the materials right”
(Weinberg, Pellow, and Schnaiberg 1996:278). In Keeley’s words,

Other things were happening. I like to call it a number of things, like the
“Recycling is good, therefore more recycling is better, right?” problem. Or
“municipal materials madness.” MRFs were adding materials to their list
with total disregard for the hierarchy of solid waste reduction. “More is bet-
ter” was the philosophy. A numerical listing of all the materials that you
recycle became fashionable. Cal’s facility did this with junk mail, letterhead,
stationary, all mixed paper, Barbie dolls, and even pine cones! This is artificial
inflation and has no measurable impact on waste reduction. Others added
polystyrene packing peanuts for curbside recycling containers in Lisle, Illinois.
I called them and asked, why not take it to a place that already reuses poly-
styrene, like UPS or Mail Boxes, Etc.? They responded, “Oh Eric, we don’t
want to confuse the people!” Putting aside all the ecological impacts, the
sheer absurdity of doing that versus reuse is crazy.

These practices Keeley decries are firmly embedded in the “business
as usual” (Stretton 1976) approach to community development. For
that reason, many environmentalists have labeled the practice of “get-
ting the materials right” an “antirecycling” practice because of its
strong market value orientation (Weinberg, Pellow, and Schnaiberg
1996:278).

Gary, Indiana

Gary, Indiana, is an industrial suburb of Chicago, founded in the first
decade of this century as a center of steel production that employed
low-wage labor. Nearly a century later, this town epitomizes the rust-
belt, postindustrial, crime- and poverty-ridden urban core with a large
African American population. Places like DuPage County, not sur-
prisingly, look far more attractive to some businesses than Gary, Indi-
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ana might. Conversely, some low-road industries might actually find
Gary more attractive. In spite of its current depressed condition, some
entrepreneurs, eco-preneurs, and urban planners believe that places like
Gary can be revitalized in a sustainable, responsible way with a combi-
nation of older and newer business development

The two eco-preneurs initially associated with the Maywood pro-
posals met recently with city officials in Gary to discuss the possibility
of locating environmentally sound industries there. Their consulting
firm, Ersatz, was given a positive reception, in large part because Gary’s
citizen-workers were weary of the pollution and the brownfield sites
that have plagued their municipal landscape. These ecological problems
are viewed as social problems that have an interactive effect with the
high crime and poverty in the area. Ralph O’Conner, one of two eco-
preneurs now with Ersatz described Gary’s dilemma:

The bottom line is that you’re taking an area that’s not producing revenue for
its state. Take an area like Gary, with all the tax-delinquent steel mill prop-
erty. What we’re talking about [with our new environmental industry] is a net
gain in new tax revenue to the state by the people that are employed and
paying taxes, by the real estate taxes that are going into the school system
there to decrease dependence on state funding. There’s got to be a bigger
picture painted for all the players at the state level where they can say it
makes sense. The other contradiction is that you can go overboard being
mired with the solid waste aspect of this process and lose sight of the eco-
nomic development aspect of it. The Supreme Court handed down a decision
that prohibited flow control. You can’t demand that haulers bring their waste
to you if you’re a municipality or a county. They have the right to be after the
most economical deal that they can find, even if it means going back to Waste
Management. So you can imagine who typically wins. Waste Management is
in Gary. It appears that they’ve enamored themselves with the local powers
that be, to the extent that they are calling the shots. They have a lake/quarry
shaped like a J . . . [and] they want to send waste to this site.

Like Maywood and West Garfield Park, Gary is a stark portrait of
a “hollowed-out” industrial city with myriad social, economic, and
environmental ills. With regard to its waste problems, it also seems to
be under the influence of a large multinational corporation—Waste
Management.

Through attracting Ersatz’s eco-preneurs, O’Conner and Connerty,
Gary is thus attempting to approach a high road to investment. Despite
its current low-road strategy through the blue bag, Chicago also has a
history of efforts at progressive development. Much of this history must
be credited to the city’s strong tradition of community organizing,
which supported the community centers described in chapter 4. If Gary
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is to succeed with its revitalization plans, community organizations
must also become major players in that process. Yet, as of this writing,
the waste-based industrial proposal remains far lower on the local polit-
ical agenda than the two innovative planners had hoped.

Planning for Industrial Recycling Zones: Is Ecological
Modernization in Our Future?

The cases of Maywood, West Garfield Park, DuPage County, and Gary
raise troubling questions about industrial ecology and the related theo-
rizing of ecological modernization.4 Originally, industrial ecology laid
out a model for how changes in technological and scientific practices
could lead to sustainable forms of production. They raised a set of se-
rious questions about the social context as it supports efforts to imple-
ment new ecologically sound technology. In the social sciences, these
ideas have been taken up in a newer literature on ecological moderniza-
tion. This theory has gained increasing popularity in both the western
European scholarly community (Spaargaren 1997; Mol 1995, 1996;
Spaargaren and Mol 1992) and, recently, in the United States (Cohen
1998; Sonnenfeld 1998).

Ecological modernization has its roots in social theories of reflexive
modernization in advanced industrial societies. In perhaps the most
concise statement, Arthur P. J. Mol articulates the theory as focusing
“on the growing independence, ‘emancipation’ or empowerment of the
ecological perspective or sphere from the basic three analytical spheres
or perspectives in modern society: political, economic, and socio-
ideological or societal” (1995:64).

The core of Mol’s theory is a set of six hypotheses, which are outlined
in chart 5.2.

Thus, proponents of ecological modernization maintain that environ-
mental issues have become institutionalized within corporate decision-
making processes. Furthermore, they believe that new technological in-
novations are allowing firms to deal more effectively with tensions
between economic growth and environmental sustainability. Ecological
modernization is a theoretical model in which there are changes in both
technological and scientific practices as well as consistent adjustments in
cultural and institutional organization. Ecological modernization theor-

4 The relationship between industrial ecology and ecological modernization is difficult
to sort through, especially given the emergent quantity of the ecological modernization
literature. To the extent that we get this relationship correct, we thank Maurie Cohen. We
also thank Arthur Mol for helping us sort through our own confusion on the ecological
modernization framework.
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CHART 5.2
Ecological Modernization: Six Hypotheses

1. The design, performance and evaluation of processes of production
and consumption are increasingly based on ecological criteria, be-
sides economic criteria, among others;

2. Modern science and technology play a pivotal role in these ecol-
ogy-induced transformations, which are no longer limited to the
introduction of add-on technologies or process-integrated adapta-
tions, but include changes in product chains, technical systems, and
economic sectors/clusters;

3. Private economic actors and economic and market mechanisms
play an increasingly important role in processes of ecological re-
structuring, while the role of state agencies changes from bureau-
cratic, top-down dirigism to ‘negotiated rulemaking’ and the cre-
ation of favorable conditions for such transformation processes;

4. Environmental NGO’s change their ideology, and expand their tra-
ditional strategy of keeping the environment on the public and po-
litical agendas toward participation in direct negotiations with eco-
nomic agents and state representatives close to the center of the
decision-making process, and the development of concrete pro-
posals for environmental reform;

5. This process of ecological restructuring is becoming increasingly
interdependent with processes of globalization in the political and
economic dimension and will therefore not remain confined to one
nation-state;

6. Alternative de-industrialization initiatives for limiting ecological
deterioration are applied only to a marginal extent due to limited
economic feasibility and poor ideological support, among other
factors.

* from Mol 1995, page 64

ists refute calls by earlier environmentalists for a reduction in technol-
ogy—dematerialization—as a strategy for preserving ecosystems. In-
stead, ecological modernizationists call for more advanced technological
innovation—superindustrialization—which will lead to ecologically
sustainable forms of production and consumption.

Proponents of the ecological modernization theory have been critical
of other streams of environmental social science for focusing narrowly
on the capitalist character of production, thereby missing the more ro-
bust and ecologically driven industrial aspects of production. Ecological
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modernization proponents emphasize the institutional level of analysis,
which assesses the extent to which the ecological sphere has become an
independent sphere. Mol (1995:63), for example, proposes that there
are three analytic spheres, each of which is really a network charac-
terized as a social system “in which actors engage in more or less per-
manent, institutionalized interactions.” The three spheres are: (1) policy
networks that concentrate on industry-government relations; (2) eco-
nomic networks that concentrate on economic interactions between
economic agents in and around an industrial sector; and (3) societal
networks that concentrate on the relations between the economic sector
and civil society organizations (Mol 1995; see also Spaargaren 1997).

The aim of ecological modernization theorists has been to demon-
strate that within each network, there have been significant environ-
mentally induced institutional transformations. This suggests that there
is an ecological sphere that makes a difference independently of these
other spheres. To the extent that this is true, they state that the environ-
ment has been emancipated from these other spheres and is beginning
to constitute its own sphere—an initiation of ecological modernization.

We believe our examples presented over the last three chapters chal-
lenge the ecological modernization thesis in several respects. First, the
examples of Maywood and Gary suggest that there are some firms act-
ing in ways theorized by ecological modernizationist logic. But, these
firms are not economically viable because they go against the logic of
the larger political economy. These firms’ efforts were labeled risky, fu-
turistic, and unproven, and they were not supported by the political
establishment. Eventually, the planners in the Maywood case were fired
by the mayor. Likewise, the West Garfield Park efforts by Bethel New
Life have received no widespread political support and were later under-
mined by a private firm whose promises fell far short of its deeds. Fi-
nally, conventional banking and industrial institutions were not willing
to finance the projects. Thus, they never got far beyond the drawing
board.

Second, the major institutional actors directing recycling exhibit few
of the features that ecological modernization would suggest are essen-
tial. This was true for Waste Management in Chicago and Gary, as well
as for the political establishments in each of the communities studied.
Each of these actors professed a type of environmental responsibility.
For example: Waste Management’s proclamation became a headline in
the Financial Times; “Raising Environmental Standards Is Not Part of
Our Job. It’s Our Whole Business” (May 19, 1994). Likewise, the Daley
administration, the county administrator in DuPage, and officials in
Gary all referred to themselves as “environmentally responsible.” But
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they either cannot or do not treat ecological issues independently of
their political and economic contexts.

From a waste management or sustainable community development
standpoint, we also note the absence of attention to a large component
of ecological problems—ecological withdrawals, or forms of depleting
ecosystems. Our cases exhibit little attention to habitat destruction,
which is a frequent component of production expansion within the
global political economy (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994). Such ecological
withdrawals have also been addressed much less frequently in environ-
mental regulation regimes of the state. Paradoxically, they have largely
been ignored even in the successful cases of ecological modernization.
Indeed, in keeping with the rising tide of global capital transfers (Barnet
and Cavanagh 1994; Longworth 1998), our inferences from chapters 3
and 4 are that ecological modernization may only mask increased total
materialization of production.

Rising materialist pressures come from the growth of ever more afflu-
ent shareholders, who are able to generate profits wherever expanded
production levels and contracted labor costs exist. Paradoxically, as we
have noted elsewhere (Gould, Schnaiberg, and Weinberg 1996), it is far
easier to regulate ecological additions (pollution) than ecological with-
drawals. There are technical solutions for most additions, at least super-
ficially, at the site of production. But the solutions for many with-
drawals are the very processes of deindustrialization that ecological
modernization theorists and proponents decry as unworkable. Their call
for “superindustrialization,” as Sonnenfeld (1998) has noted, may actu-
ally be a license for supermaterialization of production, increasing rates
of natural resource extraction.

One of the ironies we have noted in the United States is that there has
been growing mobilization and subsequent attention to toxic wastes
from production. In part, this is because these are human health haz-
ards whose impacts are more visible in urban areas (Brown and Mik-
kelsen 1997; Szasz 1994). The broad array of ecological hazards associ-
ated with deforestation and mineral extraction associated with habitat
destruction has largely been ignored by the central thrust of both envi-
ronmental regulation and ecological modernization. Ironically, many is-
sues of U.S. worker health and safety have similarly been ignored (Pel-
low 1998a, b; Sheehan and Wedeen 1993). Firms attend more to the
politically potent issues arising from more powerful communities of
middle- and upper-class citizen-workers (Schnaiberg1986) who perceive
that they are being exposed to toxic hazards.

This too may differ from the situation in western Europe. There,
powerful and diffuse labor unions have maintained their social influence
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over both the production process and the state’s political process, de-
spite weaknesses arising from incursions of global capital flows. The
U.S. failure to sustain the objectives of the recent Kyoto conference on
global warming gases is the most visible of its failures to deal with
habitat destruction and rising energy consumption. Once again, for his-
torical reasons of community structures as well as the differences in
the social contract across continents, these tendencies are less evident
within western Europe—though not necessarily so in the overseas enter-
prises funded by European capital. For example, Daimler-Benz acquired
Chrysler Corporation recently as part of its transition to lowering labor
costs and reducing the role of labor in production decision-making.
Likewise, European firms such as Royal Dutch Shell wreaked ecological
havoc in natural and human habitats such as Nigerian oil reserve areas.
And companies long associated with progressive social democratic na-
tions, such as Sweden’s Volvo corporation, have begun to move produc-
tion south to the “better business climates” of Estonia and Latvia—a
Scandinavian version of “maquiladorization.”

Mol and others refer to ecological modernization as a theory. In con-
trast, we see it as more of a vision of what the future might be. Our case
studies, though, suggest that the conditions for ecological moderniza-
tion are rarely met. Furthermore, we note that even if the ecological
dimensions of production were eventually to take on a greater priority,
the ecological modernization thesis remains largely silent on the crucial
questions of community, social inequality, and the role of labor. The
blue bag program raised a number of these issues directly in chapter 3.
In recent years social inequality within and between communities, na-
tions, and corporations has increased dramatically, while the power of
labor has receded significantly (Gordon 1996). Any model of a sustain-
able future must confront these issues directly. Importantly, in our two
major cases in this chapter, the future of communities and the role of
labor were central to the planners’ visions. However, these concepts
were largely ignored by the industrial and fiscal agents involved in dis-
cussions about implementing these plans. Financial institutions, seeking
to minimize their fiscal risk, labeled the designs as too untested.

Furthermore, our vision is that an ecologically sound future can be
achieved only through the use or threat of political mobilization and
disruptive actions directed toward those powerful actors who currently
resist efforts to reach such a state. This enduring conflict among labor,
capital, and the state is in sharp contrast to the more peaceful future
envisioned by some ecological modernization proponents. Our conflict
perspective is reinforced by the difficulties encountered in the case
studies outlined above. Good ideas, optimistic economic models, and
concerted efforts by socially and ecologically oriented planners in sev-
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eral communities appear to founder in the hostile setting of investment
strategies that Longworth (1998) emphasizes are built around a single
value of “efficiency,” the increase in shareholders’ rates of return on
their investment. Maximizing shareholder value is the new mantra, al-
most a religion, promulgated by industry consultants and managers as
the penultimate example of “best practices.” These cases suggest that
ecological modernization may be quite limited within the United States
(and elsewhere), and not necessarily a first step toward sustainable com-
munity development.

Despite the appeal of local proposals for integrated recycling-indus-
trial zones or parks, none of the cases we followed actually developed
the forms that were envisioned. Bethel New Life achieved only a very
modest start. Its new industrial zone firm neither stimulated new recy-
cling activity in West Garfield Park nor met Bethel New Life’s expecta-
tions of creating substantial employment in the new “sustainable indus-
try” zone. Perhaps the other extreme was the case of Maywood, where
the proponents of the industrial zone were fired before they ever imple-
mented any of their plans. Using Mol’s criteria, these proposals have
not produced “superindustrialization,” with its low ecological inputs
and low environmental outflows. Nor have they managed to “dema-
terialize” national and regional production practices. There is a poten-
tial for this, though, in the substitution of labor for ecological resources
in recycling MRFs.

As the details of each case study have been presented here, we often
fail to address the macrostructural social contexts in which these case
histories are embedded. Longworth’s (1998) analysis of “best practice”
criteria for global industrial investment parallels our own model of the
tempo and direction of the transnationalization of the treadmill of pro-
duction (Gould, Schnaiberg, and Weinberg 1996). We use his distinc-
tions between those actors whose interests are increasingly represented
in production decisions—the shareholders who own publicly traded
global companies—and the “stakeholders” whose local fates are dic-
tated by global shareholder–based decisions.

Except in the small numbers of locally owned and largely family
owned businesses (cf. Shuman 1998), Longworth’s analysis suggests
that there are dialectical tensions between the interests of shareholders
and those of stakeholders. This is a central feature of the treadmill of
production (see chapter 2), in that governments seek to support both
stakeholder and shareholder interests in their support for treadmill ex-
pansion. What makes this a dialectical system are the tough trade-offs
between support for either set of interests. Mol’s and other analyses of
ecological modernization see this ecological attention as emerging inde-
pendently of the political and economic spheres. They also ignore the
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social distributive outcomes of any ecological modernization of firms—
how any particular form of ecological planning will affect the interests
of either stakeholders or shareholders. Each of these interest groups has
its own set of political interests, and any ecological modernization path
de facto favors one or the other set of interests. Because ecological mod-
ernization focuses on the interior decision making of the firm, it es-
chews much consideration of the interests of stakeholders and, through
the isolated decisions of corporate managers, does not challenge the
domination of shareholders.

Longworth’s work and our case studies in this chapter (as well as
chapters 3 and 4) help us understand what it would take to create a
synthesis that would truly empower stakeholders as much as share-
holders in the national global economic system. The highly demarcated
social representation within political parties in western Europe as well
as the significant presence of progressive labor unions there suggest that
European stakeholders may have benefited somewhat from higher levels
of ecological modernization. Stakeholders are represented in the politi-
cal sphere through the highly differentiated political parties. They are
also represented in the economic sphere, where firms have been induced
to construct some form of “co-determination.” In the latter, both man-
agers and workers have some decision-making power over the firm’s
current and future economic decisions. On both of these levels of stake-
holder representation, the United States offers substantially less support
than does western Europe. As a consequence, the United States has in-
creasingly marginalized workers and local residents, generating one of
the highest levels of social stratification within the industrial countries.
Chart 5.3 lays out the logic of these dialectical decision-making systems.

Barring some political-economic shifts toward the European model,
we believe that future efforts to construct sustainable community recyc-
ling industrial zones and parks in the United States are unlikely to meet
with success. Some firms might actually improve their economic status
by investing in recycling-based industrial zones. But the modern U.S.
firm is deeply embedded in processes of institutional isomorphism (Di-
Maggio and Powell 1988, 1991). Simply put, this means that managers
(as well as professors in management schools) tend to follow the crowd
in making investment decisions. The modern exemplar of this is the rise
of outsourcing and downsizing, despite the fact that some analysts find
little or no evidence that firms actually enhance their shareholder values
by this process.

The failure of comprehensive ecological and social planning docu-
mented in this chapter points to the limited diffusion of ecological mod-
ernization to major firms in the United States. Moreover, even if such
diffusion were to be increased, many ecological problems remain ob-
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CHART 5.3
Variations in political-economic structures that influence adoption of
ecological modernization
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scured in the focus of ecologically modern firms. Finally, even if these
ecological dimensions were to be addressed, there is little linkage of
ecological modernization to processes of social distribution. Sustainable
community development requires attention to all these dimensions of
social production, and our cases attest to the rather limited develop-
ment of any political or economic support for the three Es of such types
of development. Local stakeholders have often been excluded from deci-
sion-making in our cases, except where these stakeholders are powerful
shareholders as well, and thus command political attention.



Six

Social Linkage Programs:
Recycling Practices in Evanston

Finding Alternatives: The Road to Locating the Three Es

In this chapter, we explore the promise and contribution of recycling
linkage programs. Like social linkage programs, recycling linkage pro-
grams connect private sector growth with contributions to the public
good.1 Thus, a local municipality awards a private firm with an eco-
nomically favorable contract to run part of the recycling program. In
exchange, the contractor agrees to make concessions by operating the
program in ways that are socially beneficial for the community.

Recycling linkage programs suggest that there are alternative politi-
cal-economic spaces that permit some forms of recycling that may actu-
ally contribute to sustainable community development. We first intro-
duce the model and its promises and limits, focusing on a specific
program in Evanston, Illinois. Next, we trace the very recent decision
by that community to shut down this program and to privatize most of
its recycling operations. Finally, we offer an analysis of the factors lead-
ing to the abandonment of what we consider the single recycling pro-
gram in our study that most approaches the multiple criteria of sustain-
able community development.

Recycling Working as a Social Linkage:
The Rise of the PIC Program in Evanston

Evanston is the first suburb north of Chicago. Founded in the 1850s, it
lies on the shores of Lake Michigan, as does its hallmark institution,
Northwestern University. Like Chicago, Evanston has become a city
marked by great social diversity and contrasts. Described in various
publications as a quaint college town with the advantages of proximity
to a large metropolis and a high degree of racial integration, it also
contains a widening social divide between those segments who benefit
from the increasing level of development and those who are left out.

Evanston’s African American community is generally segregated, with

1 For example, a developer may be given a permit to construct a new building if he or
she hires minority contractors.
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many of these minority citizens located within a narrow space along the
city’s western border with the village of Skokie. This neighborhood is
also located within Evanston’s industrial-retail corridor. Scrap yards,
gravel and concrete yards, and a sanitation canal are all operated in this
area. As in the rest of the United States, poverty in on the rise in this
African American community. Despite these divisions and inequalities,
Evanston has long enjoyed a reputation for moral reform:

In the twentieth century, Evanston has led in the resolution of urban controver-
sies, including initiation of zoning to protect the residential character of its
neighborhoods in the 1920s, an innovative integration plan for its schools in
the 1960s, plans to preserve its architectural heritage and at the same time
provide affordable housing for its low income residents in the 1970s, providing
shelters and support for the homeless and plans to revitalize the downtown
business district in the 1980s. (Lindstrom, Traore, and Untermeyer 1995:254)

Continuing this progressive tradition, Evanston’s leaders began to use
recycling to salvage both at-risk young adults and natural resources.
The recycling program epitomized how small social and political steps
could produce significant differences in social distributional outcomes.
At first glance, Evanston’s recycling program was similar to Chicago’s
program. Both operated with the economically conservative, main-
stream type of recycling production network. Recyclables were placed
on the curb by residential and commercial units. They were picked up
by municipal recycling trucks and taken to a local city-owned MRF,
where they were sorted and baled for resale. Sorted materials were sold
on the open market through an array of brokers. Manufacturing firms
who ultimately purchased these materials used the recycled materials as
one feedstock in their production of new products.

Upon closer inspection, however, the programs could not have been
farther apart in both process and outcome. Evanston’s program differed
in two ways from Chicago’s. First, the program was based on the qual-
ity of the recyclables, not the quantity. Recyclables did not reach Evans-
ton’s Recycling Center via trash cans. Residents and businesses instead
placed recyclable materials in distinctive orange plastic bins or specially
marked dumpsters (for paper) and closed plastic cans (for glass, alumi-
num, and plastics). These materials were picked up by specialized recy-
cling collection trucks. Evanston operated trucks for collections from
single-family homes and small blocks of flats. Browning-Ferris Indus-
tries (BFI), second only in scale of organization to Waste Management,
picked up materials from dumpsters and large garbage cans in larger
residential units and commercial operations, including the recyclables
from Northwestern University (negotiated separately by university re-
cycling program officials—see Lounsbury 1997).
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In neither pickup operation were recyclables commingled with trash.
Recycling work in these cases was thus not as hazardous as it was in
Waste Management’s Chicago MRRFs. Moreover, the recovery rate for
these materials that were separated at the source of the waste stream
was nearly 100 percent of the volume received at the Evanston MRF.
Evanston’s emphasized doing things right program at every step of the
process, as opposed to doing as much as possible.

The second difference between Waste Management and the Evanston
program was that Evanston ran their center as a linkage program. By
linkage we mean that the local government mandated a recycling pro-
gram that would contribute to other social programs. Linkage programs
have primarily been associated with municipalities controlling devel-
opers. Developers gentrifying a depressed neighborhood, for example,
might be required to help pay for low-income housing in another neigh-
borhood (Molotch 1990). Linkage programs are unique, often creating
public-private agreements for a specific project that links a variety of
local needs. Evanston’s program took this logic one step further. It com-
bined the job retraining needs of its low-income residents with the eco-
logical and fiscal goals normally espoused by recycling programs.

Evanston thus developed a true partnership with the private sector,
which included long-term commitments from corporate underwriters.
Evanston’s multitiered public-private partnership was one where the so-
cial, ecological, and economic benefits were stated up front. Then,
Evanston contracted with different types of organizations for specific
roles in integrating these multiple needs. Its municipal recycling center
was run as a job retraining program, unlike conventional MRFs. Most
MRFs are primarily market-oriented, albeit with varying levels of eco-
logical concern (Lounsbury 1997). Retraining here was run by the Pri-
vate Industry Council of Northern Cook County (PIC), later renamed
the Workforce Development Council. PIC was an outgrowth of the fed-
eral PIC program, which emerged from the Job Training Partnership
Act of 1982. PIC operated with donations from the private sector along
with some federal money. In addition, Keep Evanston Beautiful (KEB), a
local community group associated with Keep America Beautiful, ran
local recycling educational programs with a small yearly grant from the
city of Evanston. (Keep America Beautiful is a social lobby organiza-
tion, underwritten by the packaging industries and their end-users of
disposable packaging and containers.) KEB worked closely with PIC
and Evanston’s recycling program. Moreover, the center’s recycling co-
ordinator was the former executive director of KEB.

The centerpiece of the program was the publicly owned MRF built by
the city of Evanston in 1992. Early on, it was apparent to Joan Barr,
then the mayor of Evanston, that the program was best suited to pro-
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vide deskilled, low-wage jobs. At the time, the city was increasingly
concerned with locating job opportunities for its low-income and unem-
ployed residents, especially older teens and young adults. City leaders
acknowledged that even low-wage jobs provided badly needed oppor-
tunities for at-risk teenagers who might otherwise turn to drugs and
gangs. Barr had heard about PIC and contacted them. They explored
the possibility of turning the Recycling Center into a starting point for
teenagers who wanted long-term, living-wage employment. As one em-
ployee recalls, “She [the mayor] made contact with them [PIC] and said,
‘We’re building this Recycling Center and maybe this would be a place
to use some of your people.’”

In addition to the twenty PIC employees, there were two individuals
who were chiefly responsible for making PIC’s Futures through Recyc-
ling program work. Nancy Burhop was the center’s recycling coordina-
tor. She served also as a multitask coordinator, shifting at any given
moment from businessperson to mentor to educator to carpenter. Dur-
ing one visit we watched her send and receive several faxes to and from
brokers; answer phone calls from residents with questions or com-
plaints about the curbside recycling pickups; arrange tours with local
school administrators; advise a worker on what to do with a piece of
damaged machinery; weigh in several trucks delivering and picking up
recyclable materials; and bandage a worker’s cut finger.

Burhop got into recycling through a background in advertising. She
moved to Evanston after having spent a decade in England. At the time,
she was looking for avenues out of the advertising world. The recycling
coordinator position seemed to combine her business skills with her
desire to engage in meaningful work (Lounsbury 1997). Burhop brought
to the program a philosophy similar to that which drives many socially
esponsible businesses (Weinberg 1998; Shuman 1998). Her thinking
was embedded in the realities of the marketplace, but her goals were
social and ecological.

The second key person was Herman Jackson, PIC’s program coor-
dinator and supervisor of worker-trainees. Jackson was an experienced
specialist in worker training, retraining, and counseling. He had previ-
ously worked with youth and adults who were dealing with bouts of
homelessness, drug addiction, and prison sentences. Jackson also had
extensive experience counseling employees subjected to corporate
downsizing. He spoke proudly of the recycling center’s role in address-
ing social problems:

When society and the system have beaten you down so much and you’ve
basically given up. . . . You’ve been through a lot of programs before, where
they promised something to you and didn’t deliver. . . . Now that there’s
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something that works, people are willing to try. Once they get in here and
they see that it works, or if a close friend had been in here and knows that it
works, they want to try. I’ve got young people coming in here who are in
gangs, who really don’t want to be there. It is because they have nowhere else
to turn. If they have something [else] that can keep them off the streets, and
keep them out of the gangs, then they won’t be there. I’ve had young guys
come in here before and tell me “I don’t have any work experience. I’ve never
worked before but I don’t want to be on the streets. I’m tired of being in
gangs. I want something to do with my life, in my spare time.” And here’s a
program that gives them that opportunity, and that’s what attracts them to it.

Jackson’s pride in the center’s success is derived from his observation
that neither poor, young African American males nor social programs
designed to improve their lot have been successful in recent years.

Jackson always had good reason to boast about PIC’s successes. But
he was also a realist. When we visited the center during the fall of 1996,
we asked how the much-touted “economic boom” was impacting the
PIC. He commented: “I don’t know what world these politicians are
living in, but there certainly isn’t any economic boom going on here.
I’ve never gotten more calls for retraining downsized folks than I’m
getting now.” An African American male himself, Jackson provided a
valuable cultural link to the mostly African American crew of MRF
trainees. Moreover, he never shied away from discussions with PIC
trainees about racial discrimination in the workplace, and in society in
general. In fact, he actually integrated black history into the curriculum
at the MRF. Jackson was also concerned with producing a quality prod-
uct as well as preparing workers for a competitive job market. As one
employee explained to us, “Herman is a fun person, but when it’s time
to get down to business, it’s time to go to work.”

Together, Jackson and Burhop ran the facility, providing the glue for
the city and PIC’s public-private partnership. Evanston was charged
with bringing in recyclables and selling the baled materials. PIC was
charged with the sorting and baling. Rather than hire deskilled labor
and maintain them in dead-end jobs, PIC hired at-risk older teenagers
and unemployed younger adults to participate in an eight-month pro-
gram. Once accepted into the retraining program, the trainees worked
at the MRF four-and-a-half days a week. On the fifth day, they attended
a half-day job-training seminar held in a classroom built into the MRF.
To be eligible for the program, prospective trainees had to be residents
of the city of Evanston and be receiving some form of General Assis-
tance. One manager stated, “We’re putting the money back into the
community.”

Most of the trainees were African American males whose families
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lived in poverty. They were often former gang members who had gotten
into trouble with the law. Ages ranged between fifteen and thirty-five,
although most were between eighteen and twenty-five. Trainees were
originally hired for a sixty-day probationary period. They were screened
for drugs and put through a rigorous training period, where they were
watched closely by supervisors. Early days in the program were orga-
nized to teach them good work habits and good work skills, which they
would later need in order to gain and retain long-term employment. A
supervisor stated that “you’re going to get a lot of people with some
rough edges that don’t know how to be at work on time. . . . [With] a
lot of these guys I end up doing parenting skills . . . helping them to
know what a budget is like and know the importance of having a sav-
ings account.” Nancy Burhop, Evanston’s recycling coordinator, noted
that, “there are a lot of benefits to the program. Some of these kids
don’t know how to make phone calls or to make an appointment to see
somebody.”

These basic “life skills” (Auletta 1982) are an integral part of many
welfare-to-work training programs. Many of the participants in such
programs come from communities where a significant number of adults
do not hold regular jobs. This collective lack of gainful employment is
thought to further impede the life chances of young adults (Wilson
1996).

PIC trainees worked from 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M., standing next to
conveyor belts and sorting recyclables on two work lines. One conveyor
belt was for paper products, including newspapers, cardboard boxes,
and magazines. The other conveyor belt was for “wet” products, in-
cluding glass, plastic bottles, and aluminum and steel cans. Trainees
were rotated, according to one supervisor, “so that the positions don’t
get so boring.” Trainees stood on the lines, removing recyclable mate-
rials and throwing them down the appropriate chutes into large
bunkers. The materials in the bunkers were then baled and shipped to
market. There was also an emphasis on making sure that poor-quality
materials—those that were too dirty or contaminated—were removed
from the recycling stream.

Again, quality, not quantity, dominated here. Managers preferred to
get a good price for the product while they taught good work habits, as
opposed to accepting the common alternative of a low price and sloppy
work habits (the latter being the case in Chicago’s initial program oper-
ations). Discipline, patience, quality control, and teamwork were the
habits inculcated in trainees and designed to help them obtain and re-
tain future employment.

Work at the MRF was also designed to give trainees the esteem, skills,
and networks needed for them to gain long-term, living-wage employ-
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ment. Within the first few weeks, every trainee was put through a two-
hour motivation and self-esteem class. Their Friday seminar was also
seen as pivotal to the success of the MRF and its training program.
Classes varied each week, although each was designed to provide a
range of occupational and personal skills that would help trainees turn
their lives around. Herman Jackson stated: “Cause we get people in
here who have hit rock bottom, whose self-esteem is very low. And we
all know that, as human beings, once your esteem goes, then you ba-
sically have no purpose for living. So this program really gives a lot of
people a second chance. . . . That’s what makes the program so fas-
cinating, to see people turn themselves around like that.”

Some classes were skills oriented: a professor from a local community
college helped worker-trainees upgrade their math, reading, and writing
skills. Other classes were more practical or life-oriented. Experts from
the community lectured about personal finances, health issues, and
community issues. Most job retraining programs accept only applicants
who are likely to succeed, a kind of social Darwinism. But Evanston’s
program purposely tried to attract the “hard core.” They wanted to find
those trainees who were capable but not likely to find success through
existing business channels. Friday classes gave them skills they needed
to pass employment tests, including the way to conduct themselves dur-
ing a job interview. They also imparted information that trainees needed
to enable them to make better choices in their everyday lives. In one
class we observed, the teacher began with the following:

Self-esteem, building your motivation, and the job market are some things we
are going to talk about today. A lot of times you are going to say to yourself,
“I didn’t know that about myself, I didn’t know that about the job market.”
That’s what we’re doing in this session. What we want to talk about today is
your strengths and weaknesses, how things that you like to do interrelate with
your work environment and your personal environment. We are going to also
ask you what you would do if you had one million dollars tax free money.
That’s a lot of money and we’ll want to know what you would do with it.
We’re also going to do an exercise where a doctor tells you that you have six
months to live and you have to decide what you would do.

For the next two hours, the instructor led the trainees through a
series of exercises. They started by talking about different people’s
strengths and weaknesses. Jackson said, “I would like somebody to give
me their definition of a weakness and your definition of a strength.”
The discussion was clearly geared toward instilling in the trainees the
fact that everyone has weaknesses. The goal was to help trainees feel
empowered by their strengths while they also acknowledged and worked
on their weaknesses. Discussions quickly shifted toward job interviews.
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Jackson told them, “Now when you identify your weakness in an inter-
view, identify it in a positive sense, which means that you know you
have this weakness, but you’re doing something about it.”

The class discussion was both practical and personal. The instructor
wanted the trainees to identify personal limits that they needed to work
on while they were in the PIC program. He also wanted them to feel
empowered enough by their strengths so that they could talk openly
and impressively at a job interview. After a break, the class began a
discussion of career goals. Trainees were led to recognize some long-
term worthwhile goals. They were then challenged to think how they
could use the PIC program to start working toward these goals.

At some point, the lesson turned to a consideration of recent changes
in U.S. labor markets. The instructor used the experiences of the
trainees to talk about how to identify stable jobs. He also told them
how to use short-term employment to their benefit. This led into a dis-
cussion of African American culture and history. Again the class was
tuned toward the practical and personal. Trainees were led to realize
their dual goals, to gain the skills and knowledge needed to master the
job market, and to build their self-esteem and perseverance. Every exer-
cise ended with a discussion about how they could use the next few
months at the MRF to their benefit. The instructor challenged the
trainees who made declarations about what they would do if they had
the hypothetical million dollars or if they had just six months left to
live. “It is interesting that, as we do this exercise, you are saying you
would do certain things. But the question you can ask yourself is why
aren’t you doing these things now?”

If the trainees made it through the eight months of the program, PIC
would help them locate employment. The PIC representative worked
closely with area companies located in the suburban region surrounding
Evanston. He spent much of his time building corporate relationships
and convincing personnel managers that PIC would send them good
employees. PIC had such a good reputation for producing reliable em-
ployees that employers often overlooked a trainee’s poor work history.
Personnel managers then agreed to interview trainees for available jobs.
Job openings were posted on a bulletin board at the MRF. PIC screened
the trainees for each job to make sure that they would represent the
program well. PIC also set up the interview. Trainees were paid for the
time it took to do the interview, including travel. Jackson stated, “Ba-
sically, I pave the way and it’s up to them once they get there to take it
from there. They have to actually get the job, convince the employer
that they’re the right person. Those are some of the tools we work on in
class on Fridays.”

Most trainees got jobs on the first or second interview. While the jobs
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were mostly in manufacturing, transportation, and city government, the
pay was good. Many trainees obtained jobs and earned in the range of
eighteen to twenty-five dollars per hour. PIC also funded trainees’ edu-
cational opportunities for those who aimed for higher-paying jobs or
long-term jobs where they could climb the career ladder. PIC would pay
for them to earn their general education degree to complete high school
or an associate’s degree (two years at a junior college) or both. PIC paid
for the books, fees, and tuition. PIC would also help trainees locate
appropriate schooling programs, fill out applications, and get accepted.

The relationship between PIC and area colleges seemed to open ave-
nues for the trainees that would have otherwise been inaccessible, given
the trainees’ poor work histories. One trainee, Jonathan, told us how
the program fit in with his plans:

I still want to go to school through here. I want to go to trade school. That’s
really what I want to do. Now you can’t really just graduate from high school
now and not go to college or take any kind of further education. In this day
you got to have more education. I really want to take advantage of it because
that way I won’t have to take no grant [i.e., a loan] out. Because you’re
constantly paying that back, but this program gives you a job and also they
pay for two years of your schooling, 100 percent of it. So with these oppor-
tunities, I really want to take advantage of it.

Recent research on social inequality and social mobility underscores
the importance of intergenerational wealth in predicting the life chances
of young persons in the United States (Conley 1999; Oliver and Shapiro
1995). Not surprisingly, African Americans possess only a fraction of
the wealth that white Americans enjoy, reducing their life chances dra-
matically. Jonathan’s statement reveals that the Evanston Recycling
Center appeared to play a role in addressing this gap for a small num-
ber of individuals.

Relationships were the lifeblood of the Evanston MRF. Two of the
most important functions of the program were based on PIC’s relation-
ships: firms seeking to recruit good workers and brokers offering decent
market prices for recyclables. Most trainees heard about the program
through word of mouth from friends and relatives. Every trainee we
interviewed had found out about the job through some such network.
Research demonstrates that “getting a job” with decent pay and mo-
bility options usually hinges on “who you know” (Granovetter 1974).
Unfortunately, such networks rarely link low-income minorities with
higher-paying jobs and employers (Wilson 1987). Building those net-
works to provide trainees with bridges to better jobs was an important
part of the PIC’s mission.

Finding good prices for recyclables could also be frustrating and hard
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work in this volatile market. Evanston’s recycling coordinator, Nancy
Burhop, sought to build relationships with buyers and brokers she
could trust. She told us, “I don’t always sell to the same people, but I do
try to establish relationships with people that I feel are honest and treat-
ing me properly.” This social element of business is often lost on neo-
classical assumptions of marketplace behavior (for a critique, see Gra-
novetter 1985).

The Evanston program’s success was extraordinary. First, it allowed
the city to run a financially viable recycling program, even through the
market slump of the early 1990s. They performed well in part by reduc-
ing labor costs—a rule of thumb by which most private sector firms
operate. Rather than pay the normal seven-to-ten dollars hour, trainees
were paid five dollars an hour. However, because of the training (i.e.,
future employment) dimension of the program, these low wages were
understood as a stepping stone to a better-paying job. The city contin-
ued to save money on the program, relative to dumping solid waste in
landfills. Workers understood that participation in the PIC program of-
fered them a chance to step into higher wages.

Second, the city produced some of the highest-quality recyclables in
the area. Even during market slumps, they were able to get top dollar
for their product. The superior quality of the product was attributed to
PIC’s policy of accepting only source-separated recyclables (i.e., no gar-
bage), a managerial emphasis on quality control, and workers trained to
sort very productively on the MRF conveyors. Herman Jackson noted
the financial returns on the investment in these first-rate products: “For
example, with newspaper, the city of Evanston gets one hundred dollars
a bale (a great price at a time when other MRFs were getting eighty to
ninety dollars). And it’s not because it’s [from] the city of Evanston; it’s
because we have good trainees that are doing an outstanding job. Be-
cause if they didn’t clean the stuff out like it’s supposed to be, they
wouldn’t get that type of money for the product.”

Worker productivity was directly related to trainee satisfaction.
Trainees did not view this as dirty work or dead-end employment, but
as an opportunity to “get out” and find a better future. Trainees were
neither at the facility nor at one task there long enough to get bored.
Bill, a PIC trainee, explained: “I don’t mind working [here]. But I don’t
want to keep a job like this, making what I’m making. It’s OK for now.
In the long run I need to further my skills so that way I can make a
good living.” Every trainee we interviewed echoed Bill’s sentiment.

The program also benefited the Evanston community as a whole. At-
risk teenagers and young adults were taken off the street and placed
where they could begin doing something productive. Trainees who fin-
ished the program were taken off General Assistance, and they then
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brought a wage back into the community. Ecologically, the program
produced a clean product. It diverted more than 1 million pounds of
recyclables from the waste stream each month. This high-quality prod-
uct netted the center enough funds to pay off the $1.2 million construc-
tion cost in just three years. Because of the program’s success, PIC was
even awarded a $60,000 grant for capital upgrades from the Illinois
Department of Commerce and Community Affairs.

Not only did the recycling part of the Evanston PIC program do well;
so did its employment component. The center was proud of its high job
placement rate: nearly 90 percent of the trainees acquired gainful
employment in nearby businesses in Cook County. Herman Jackson
pointed out in 1995 that “in this economy, to have a placement rate
around 90 percent, you’re doing a hell of a job.” This record was espe-
cially impressive in light of the fact that many job training programs fail
to achieve job placement and retention of trainees.

The Evanston/PIC program’s successes were due largely to the prag-
matic orientation of the Evanston city administration, which worked
collaboratively with private firms in such a way that the gains were
distributed to local taxpayers and workers. The city and private capital
achieved gains without either being subordinate to the other. Their part-
nership was based on the recognition that the state and private capital
interests have a great deal of interdependence (Clavel and Kleniewski
1990; Evans 1979; Evans, Reuschemeyer, and Skocpol 1985; Logan and
Swanstrom 1990).

Delinking the Evanston Program: The New “Bottom Line”
Orientation to Local Recycling

When we completed our first draft of this book, we were enthusiastic
about the successes of the Evanston program. For a variety of political
and social reasons, Evanston had chosen to use recycling as both an
environmental program and one with public linkages. Alas, within a
few short months, we were faced with yet another case that had failed
to produce sustainable community development around its recycling
program. What makes our revised analysis of the Evanston case so
painful is the fact that this was not merely a promising proposed pro-
gram such as Maywood’s, but an existing and apparently successful
program. As with the community-based centers of chapter 4, Evanston’s
program achieved some of the simultaneous environmental, equity, and
economic goals of sustainable community development. Unlike the
community-based programs, moreover, Evanston’s recycling program
represented a clear local government decision to move toward both so-
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cial and ecological goals, at quite a modest economic cost to the city
and its residents.

Yet within several months of our assessment, it is instructive to note
how differently the program was being described to the city manager by
Evanston’s director of management and budget:

The Recycling Center opened in March of 1992. At the time, municipalities
across Illinois were responding to the State of Illinois mandate that required
the reduction of materials in the waste stream. Recycling was new and the
future of the market was unclear. The Recycling Center was built with the
vision that the City could save money in three ways: by diverting material
from the waste stream; by not having to transport large amounts of material
to a site outside of the City thus reducing transportation and labor costs; and
by the sale of processed materials. The sale of material and the recycling
surcharge of $1.00 per month per household was expected to make the recyc-
ling program a self-supporting enterprise. Unfortunately, the recycling market
has changed dramatically and the City can no longer compete in the market
place. (Casey and Steen 1998:1)

That a management and budget officer should stress the economic
factors in recycling is perhaps not surprising. What is more surprising
was how this framing was widely echoed among political officials in the
city and even to some extent by the director of the Recycling Center
herself. In effect, we were witnessing a process in which an operating
program with elements of sustainable community development had
been attained in Evanston—but one that was no longer capable of be-
ing sustained politically. In April 1998 we participated in a local confer-
ence for Earth Day, with Nancy Burhop of the Evanston MRF and
other community-based recycling leaders. This was the first public oc-
casion at which we were made aware of the economic fragility of
the Evanston MRF. At that meeting, Burhop reported that ever since
Browning-Ferris Industries had bought out a regional recycler, Active
Service, BFI had chosen to convert its new materials transfer station in
Evanston into a long-haul center. This “transfer” operation is one way
of segregating recyclables and landfill-destined solid wastes, the process
used in Chicago’s MRRFs, described in chapter 3. And it substantially
lowered the sales revenue of Evanston’s publicly owned recycling center.

Active Service, a local enterprise, had earlier brought many of its re-
cyclables—especially the highly valued office paper from Northwestern
University—to Evanston’s MRF. Active Service achieved savings in
transportation costs by not having to haul recyclables to more remote
sorting and processing facilities. This local waste stream was one of the
components that had permitted Nancy Burhop to achieve high sales
revenues for Evanston’s MRF. As she noted a month later at a commit-
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tee hearing into the recycling program: “A reason our income went
down was the loss of material from Active Service when they were ac-
quired by BFI, and now that we are not operating at capacity. . . . We
could get more materials without our having to pick it up, if rental
units, which total over 8,000 more living units, were required to recy-
cle. I felt most haulers would bring recyclables from those units to
Evanston’s facility, which would have given us additional materials
without increased cost to the city” (Nilges 1998:1, italics ours).

The combination of a steady stream of recyclables and the desirable
physical properties of office paper from Northwestern University made
Evanston MRF’s paper products highly marketable and profitable. Para-
doxically, given the strong market component of Evanston’s program, it
would appear that the community’s profits from paper recycling also
then led BFI’s managers to seek out higher corporate returns. They then
began to negotiate with other recycling centers and remanufacturers for
Northwestern’s recyclables and other commercial recycling pickups.

Evanston’s public loss of revenue was BFI’s private gain of profits.2

But even more to the point of this political drama, the timing of this
shift at the Evanston recycling center was crucial. Indeed, this single act
alone may have tilted Evanston officials and city council members in a
rather different direction, away from the previous experiences of the
recycling center as a “going concern.” Ironically, what precipitated the
evaluation of the program by municipal authorities was that the volume
of local recyclables had risen to the point where four additional recyc-
ling trucks were needed, an expenditure estimated at about $500,000.
In the April 1998 meeting, Burhop had been anticipating these critical
assessments. Following a local media report about a potential change in
the recycling operations, we traced the first official document—a report
to the city manager (Casey and Steen 1998).

The central argument of this report was that Evanston was paying
too much for recycling, compared with other North Shore suburbs. All
of the other suburbs were outsourcing their collection of recyclables,
and paying approximately $3.00 per household for the service, as com-
pared with the current Evanston MRF total cost of about $5.05. The
report also acknowledged that the net cost per household was “fully”
$2.97, factoring in the sale of recyclables and the monthly user fee of

2 At the same Earth Day meeting referenced above, Ken Dunn, the director of Chicago’s
Resource Center, echoed Burhop’s complaint, and also confirmed our conclusions in chap-
ter 4. He framed the demise of the Uptown Recycling Center and the growing problems of
Evanston’s social linkage program in a pithy statement, reminiscent of Jim Burris’s assess-
ment in chapter 4: “I suppose you can say that our [sustainable development] movements
were successful, in one way. We helped to test-market the practice of recycling for the
emerging recycling industry!”



S O C I A L  L I N K A G E  P R O G R A M S 145

$1.00 per household. They noted that other north shore suburbs had
costs of “pickup and processing” ranging from “$2.16 . . . to $3.00”
(Casey and Steen 1998:2).

Within two days, the “political” part of local government met, in the
form of the Administration and Public Works Committee, to offer a
discussion about the city manager’s report (Nilges 1998). The draft
minutes of that meeting on May 6, 1998, represent perhaps the most
interesting municipal debate about an ongoing operation that is some-
what congruent with the principles of sustainable community develop-
ment. (Schnaiberg 1993, 1997b). Present at this meeting were five
Evanston alderpersons and a number of municipal staff members, in-
cluding Nancy Burhop. The meeting opened with a reference to the city
manager’s report of two days earlier, which noted that “the Recycling
Center has been operating at a loss for a number of year.” (Nilges
1998:1). One of the staff noted, however, that “if one took into account
the amount of money made selling the material and also the amount
saved by not hauling it to a landfill or for collection,  the Center did not
look too bad” (Nilges 1998:2, italics ours). The director of management
and the budget replied: “Mr. Casey noted that, whether the City or
someone else handles Evanston’s recycling, we are still diverting the ma-
terials from the waste stream, so ‘it’s a wash.’ He said for us to break
even, we would have to triple the tonnage” (Nilges 1998:2, italics ours).

Interestingly, none of the alderpersons present challenged this asser-
tion by noting that the same argument could be used to justify continu-
ation of the Recycling Center! Ironically, none of those present even
raised the possibility of changing the behaviors of BFI, as the dominant
commercial recycling collection firm in Evanston, in directions that
could restore more revenue to the Recycling Center. Indeed, at this
point, the alderpersons presiding over the committee meeting noted:
“After reviewing the options, it’s a cut and dried decision” (Nilges
1998:2).

Pointedly, the social linkage part of the Recycling Center—which is
what we had noted made this operation more of a sustainable commu-
nity development practice—was virtually ignored throughout the com-
mittee meeting of May 6, 1998. The only comment we found was the
following:

Mr. Edwards [superintendent of streets and sanitation] brought up the re-
training component of the Recycling Center, noting that the program has
value to the community: it has made a number of residents working and
taxpaying citizens. This component would need to be explored. To Alderman
Rainey’s question, Mr. Edwards said the budget to pay PIC for employees and
two supervisors is $195,000. The pay range is minimum wage, he believed,
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and they work five days a week, including four hours of training on Friday.
He noted that this figure has been set for several years, but we’ve spent more
than that with the overtime needed with equipment failures, etc. (Nilges
1998:3; italics ours)

Note that the rationale for this training component is framed primar-
ily in economic terms, rather than as the social linkage we outlined in
the previous section. In some ways, this spirited defense of the training
component via an economic analysis reinforces the market framing of
recycling, rather than the sustainable community development framing.
The following comment, in response to the quote above, indicates how
this reframing of the trainee program led to its peripheralization in the
debate: “Alderman Feldman said we have to fulfill our responsibility to
programs like this one, though he said no one would maintain that this
program has to remain in business. He felt it would be appropriate to
examine programs like that for other activities, but to keep doing what
we’re doing just for that program would be self-destructive, and said we
could still pursue our obligation to support training programs” (Nilges
1998: 3; italics ours).

Having started on this line of narrow economic reasoning about
Evanston’s PIC program, this alderperson continued to thrust aside all
empirical evidence of social gains from PIC and its successor, the Work-
force Development Council. The superintendent of streets and sanita-
tion stated to him that there were between thirteen and fifteen trainees
on the line, and that about “200 residents have gone through the pro-
gram.” But this was not sufficient for the alderperson. “[He] wanted
information as to where those people are now, not only the number
who went through. If people don’t move on and get jobs in other places,
he said this would be an employment program, not a training program.
Mr. Edwards said we have statistics from the Workforce Development
Council.” (Nilges 1998:3). The statistics referred to are those we re-
ported in the previous section, and they represent a strong record of
placing PIC/WFDC trainees in the private sector. They are a powerful
testimonial to what can be accomplished using a creative sustainable
community development approach, rather than merely a “bottom line”
approach, to city services.

Increasingly, the tone of the committee discussion shifted farther
away from any accurate depiction of the history and goals of the PIC
trainee program. Instead of viewing this as a program to rehabilitate
young at-risk adults that used the Recycling Center as an interim train-
ing period, the alderman gradually transformed this discussion into an-
other “bottom line” economic analysis. Consider the following two
quotes by Alderperson Rainey: “Alderman Rainey pointed out that it
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was the responsibility of Workforce Development Council to place their
participants. . . . . She noted that we should let it be known that we
have recycling trainees who could be hired by recycling companies”
(Nilges 1998:4–5, italics ours).

When the authors read the city manager’s report and the committee
minutes, it was clear to us that this model for locally based sustainable
community development was in danger of being abandoned. In particu-
lar, the tenor of the discussion indicated that the city was reverting to
treating them as peripheral employees, not trainees. Furthermore, at
best, their futures were considered to lie in the recycling industry. In
contrast, the PIC program treated recycling as a short-term training po-
sition, a springboard for its trainees to gain more human capital, in
order to then find better employment elsewhere.

Similarly, the ecological component of the Recycling Center program
rapidly declined in centrality in the city discussions. We note that in
addition to achieving the laudable social goal of job training and place-
ment, the PIC MRF also recycled thousands of tons of waste each
month and produced a high-quality product. At the May 6 meeting,
Nancy Burhop reported on one of the likely contractors the city would
pick—Groot Recycling: “Groot’s facility is what is known as a ’dirty
mrf,’ dealing mostly with garbage, from which only about 30 percent is
recycled, 90 percent of that being curbside paper” (Nilges 1998:2).

As with the future of the PIC trainees, no one grasped this revelation,
nor did anyone suggest a systematic evaluation of proposed bidders to
ensure that they actually “recycled” the Evanston materials they col-
lected. The description of Groot, a private recycler with a long history
in Chicago, suggests an operation somewhat similar to Chicago’s blue
bag program (chapter 3). In our frustration over both the social and
ecological tone of the committee discussion, we decided to send a memo
to the City Council, which we distributed on July 15, 1998. During its
May 6 meeting, the Administration and Public Works Committee had
authorized the city manager of Evanston to put out a Request for Pro-
posals for outside private contractors to bid for collecting and “process-
ing” Evanston’s recyclable materials.

We submitted our sharp disagreement with the committee well before
the full City Council had to review the committee’s proposals and the
RFPs. Yet we never received any invitation to discuss this matter at any
City Council or committee meeting, nor did we ever receive any in-
quiries asking us to clarify points in our memo. It would appear that
whatever took place publicly thereafter, the city was committed to scut-
tling the Recycling Center and outsourcing its recycling services. On
November 9, 1998, the City Council essentially voted to “privatize
Evanston’s recycling services.” By then, the city staff had narrowed
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down the choices to “two Chicago-area [sic] recycling companies, BFI
Waste Systems and Groot Recycling & Waste Services, Inc.” (Demes
1998a).

Local African American politicians and business representatives made
a plea for favoring BFI as a company with stronger “local” roots, since
it hired more local minority employees at its Evanston waste transfer
facility. At its meeting, the City Council approved a contract with
Groot, arguing that its annual fees of $586,768 (Kline 1998) were
$98,000 lower than BFI’s for curbside and alley pickup of materials
(thus, they also ignored the African American community’s call for con-
tracting with a purportedly more socially responsible firm). The meeting
was long and acrimonious (Demes 1998b), and failed to consider any
sustainable community development themes. The authors had earlier
decided, in the absence of a response to our memo, that attending the
meeting would be merely an exercise in frustration and futility for us.
The fate of Evanston’s recycling program had been definitively set in the
committee meeting of May 6, and most policy changes from May to
November were largely epiphenomenal.

In their final vote, there were no specifications about recycling pro-
cesses to be used—only about pickup schedules and materials to be
collected. Collectibles were, admittedly, more extensive than those from
the Recycling Center, but in the absence of monitoring by Evanston,
they were likely to end up in landfills, rather than as remanufactured
goods. Moreover, Evanston agreed to retain the city-hired employees of
the center and shift them into the Streets and Sanitation Department.
But the fifteen trainee positions with the state-funded Workforce Devel-
opment Council/PIC job program would be eliminated. The ultimate
rationale for the outsourcing decision was, not surprisingly, primarily
economic: “The action will result in savings of about 60% in the City’s
annual recycling budget. Evanston residents will continue to pay the
same $1 per month recycling surcharge and will receive the same alley
and curbside pick-up service” (Demes 1998b:1).

Interestingly, taking this course is likely to save the city as much as 3
million dollars over a five-year period. By contrast, in this era of Evans-
ton’s tight city budgets and high local property taxes, the same City
Council approved an “economic development plan” that would require
the city to invest about $20 million to subsidize the private developer of
a new shopping mall and movie theater “multiplex.” Despite sharp divi-
sions within the city’s political and business sectors, the decision was
made to encourage national and multinational investors to establish
commercial outlets there. The interest alone on this new Evanston city
bond for this project would have more than covered the “inefficient”
operations of the Recycling Center. But in these two actions taken
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nearly simultaneously, the city of Evanston opted to abandon its only
hope for sustainable community development.

Understanding the Dimensions of Variability in
Recycling Programs

In the last few chapters, we have looked at four types of programs in
the Chicago area. Each type produced a very different outcome.3 Chart
6.1 summarizes the findings of chapters 3–6.

Chart 6.1 makes it clear that any program would be socially, ecologi-
cally, and economically superior to the municipally based/privatized
type of system that Evanston negotiated with Groot Recycling in No-
vember 1998. The new program would not produce good jobs. Further-
more, since the training program was largely responsible for the clean
waste stream and efficiency, the economic and ecological benefits would
also disappear. Ironically, the city would likely lose money over the long
run, despite the short-term savings.

The blue bag (chapter 3) epitomized the municipal/privatized cate-
gory, where the changes involved are “business as usual” at best and
“the rich rob the poor” at worst (Stretton 1976). Business as usual gen-
erally means the low road is taken: human capital formation and im-
proved community health are of little concern. The municipally based/
privatized model thus scores low on its social outcomes. Because pollu-
tion is not curtailed and because source reduction is a low priority (and
recovery rates are accordingly low), the ecological outcomes of this type
of program are low. Given the taxpayer’s bill and the poor market per-
formance of the processed recyclables, the fiscal outcomes are also low.
This is certainly true in Chicago’s Waste Management MRRFs, and ap-
pears likely to be reproduced in Evanston’s new privatized system,
which will involve Groot’s “dirty MRF”—a commingled or mixed
waste processing facility.

The second type of recycling program is the struggling community-
based, not-for-profit organization (chapter 4) rooted in social move-
ments and neighborhoods. The type of change sought and achieved by

3 Consistent with the rest of this book, outcomes are treated qualitatively. We look at
the range of factors undergriding each of the outcomes. Equity refers to the quality of jobs
produced, which is defined as a product of the wages, benefits, skills enhancement, and
stability. The ecological category refers to the program’s impact on ecosystem withdrawals
and additions to the local ecosystem. With community-based centers we take into account
that they lead to some reuse, which minimizes problems of ecosystem additions and with-
drawals during the remanufacturing process (Geithman 1997:12). Economy refers to the
generation of local economic revitalization, which, of course, can occur in any number of
ways.
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CHART 6.1
Outcomes Associated with Different Recycling Programs: The Three E’s of
Sustainable Community Development

Outcomes
Type of Program Type of Change Equity Ecological Economy

Municipally Based/
Privatized
[Chicago,
Evanston-Groot]

Little or none Low Low Low

Community-Based
[Uptown, The
Resource Center]

Incremental/
Transformative

Medium High Medium

Recycling Indus-
trial Zones
[Maywood,
Bethel New Life]

Transformative High High High

Linkage
[Evanston Re-
cycling Center]

Incremental/
Transformative

High Medium High

these organizations is often transformative, but done through small in-
crements, on a daily basis. There is much less capital and substantially
more labor used in these models than in any other type of recycling
program. And while there are great successes, there is limited mobility
for workers. For this reason, the community-based centers tend to have
medium social outcomes. Reuse, recycling, and composting are all suc-
cessful components of URI and the Resource Center’s programs. In the
limited spaces within which they operate, they tend to have high ecolog-
ical impacts.

And finally, because mobility is so limited for their workers and the
territory in which they operate is rather small, the community-based
centers often have medium fiscal outcomes. This of course is partly by
design; both Jim Burris and Ken Dunn had inveighed against the reifica-
tion of money for its own sake. The driving purpose of these centers
was to discover and create sustainable community development that
functioned largely independently of an obsession with money. And, as
we noted above, both Jim Burris and Ken Dunn offered the bittersweet
assessment that their operations had “test-marketed” recycling for
Waste Management, BFI, and other large firms in the emerging “recy-
cling industry.”

The proposed recycling industrial parks and zones in West Garfield



S O C I A L  L I N K A G E  P R O G R A M S 151

Park and Maywood (chapter 5) sought to produce stable, sustainable
communities out of urban wastelands. Because these plans were so am-
bitious, they were transformative in nature. Recycling parks and zones,
as conceived in these cases, would transform communities marked by
social disorganization into ecotopias characterized by strong kinship
networks and communitarianism. This would constitute a high social
outcome. The very nature of an eco-industrial park suggests that nearly
all waste brought to the site and the waste produced on-site will be put
back into productive, environmentally responsible use. Thus, these sites
would produce high ecological outcomes. And because the potential
market value from these activities is so great, the fiscal outcomes are
high as well. Bethel New Life did in fact manage to create one industrial
linkage with local recycling feedstock—but it failed to capture employ-
ment gains from this move, negating one of its main objectives.

Linkage programs like the Evanston/PIC partnership reported in this
chapter accomplished much more with much less funding. By harness-
ing existing markets and labor pools to address a local, manageable
problem, this six-year-long program (1992–98) achieved incremental
change that bordered on the transformative. Certainly for the many in-
dividuals who were trained and able to secure stable employment, the
PIC program was a major springboard. Given these retraining and link-
age successes, the Evanston/PIC program receives high marks for its
social outcomes. Apart from the social dimensions, this recycling pro-
gram was successful at diverting tens of thousands of tons of waste
from landfills every year. It thus had a medium score for ecological out-
come, since it chose not to divert other less-marketable items from land-
fills. In terms of getting top dollar for its quality recyclables and running
a near self-sustaining operation, this program also received high marks
for its fiscal outcomes.

Searching for Sustainable Development:
Do Technology and Scale Matter?

We must emphasize that, in general, recycling work is tough, dirty, un-
desirable, often dangerous, pays low-wages, and offers limited mobility.
A recent study, commissioned by the Mott Foundation, concluded:
“These jobs tend to be of relatively low quality. With little attention
given to job quality or job ladder issues, there is little likelihood that
these new jobs will provide an effective avenue for rising out of pov-
erty” (Siegel and Kwass 1995:35).

We agree. However, communities must begin their struggle for re-
development somewhere. We chose to study recycling because of its
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symbolic and substantive value for low-income persons and struggling
urban areas. Recycling is both a labor process and a production pro-
cess. We can thus use it to analyze many problems confronting any
number of policies targeting redevelopment in the urban core. The
problems and potentials we found in recycling are mirrored in most
social policies that attempt to improve the condition of cities, struggling
neighborhoods, and their low-income denizens.

Paradoxically, recycling may turn out to be an even more efficient
canary in the mine for proponents of local sustainable community de-
velopment. As with much of the literature on sustainable community
development, there is a good deal of theory emphasizing visions of what
this might look like (e.g., Shuman 1998). Yet there are far fewer an-
alyses of sustainable community development practices (cf. Schnaiberg
1997b). Recycling is one arena whose history has happened to overlap
with a growing interest in sustainable community development—ini-
tially, from an ecological and later from a social-fiscal viewpoint. Be-
cause of this, recycling has drawn the interest of many creative analysts,
policy makers, and community activists.

Thus chapters 3–6 have laid out quite a diverse array of practices,
which we have evaluated using the three Es criteria of sustainable com-
munity development. As chart 6.1 details, the results have been quite
mixed. Overall, we would argue that recycling has generally achieved
only modest ecological outcomes, and not many social or fiscal gains.
We note especially the rise and fall of both the community-based orga-
nizations outlined in chapter 4 and the municipal “experiment” in
Evanston detailed in this chapter. Also, we note the stifling of transfor-
mative efforts in Maywood and West Garfield Park. These cases offer us
rich insights into some of the problematics involved in achieving sus-
tainable community development and in sustaining programs even once
they have been developed. Hence the title of this book, “the search for
sustainable community development.”

Three other features of the recycling programs we studied may seem
at first blush to make them less valid predictors of other sustainable
community development practices:

1. Recycling materials are primarily high-volume and low-value
commodities in the marketplace.

2. Most recycling programs have some linkages to market transac-
tions, since the remanufacturing process is rarely fully done through
sustainable development and/or community-based practices.

3. Recycling programs are relatively socially and politically visible
(and therefore vulnerable to criticisms by local residents) because they
deal with high-volume materials, on the one hand, and rely on some
visible governmental assistance, on the other hand.
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The fall of the Evanston/PIC program, outlined in this chapter, exem-
plifies all three of these elements, though the recycling practices de-
scribed in chapters 3–5 also embody at least the first two of these prob-
lematics. This may seem to be a liability in our analysis as an approach
to charting dead ends and possible pathways for sustainable community
development. Ironically, though, even the most ardent of sustainable
community development proponents note that many of these traits
characterize most alternative development practices. This actually turns
out to be somewhat axiomatic, as Schnaiberg and Gould (1994: chap.
8) have argued. Firms in the global economy are constantly seeking new
opportunities to turn local values into commodified market value prod-
ucts. Thus, the field of operations for many sustainable community de-
velopment programs will be initially concentrated in the “less profita-
ble” and perhaps riskier areas of local development, since there will be
less corporate interest in (and more resistance to) this alternative eco-
nomic activity. But precisely because market actors are not involved in
such programs, they will have to rely on some form of government
assistance to get started and maintain themselves for the first years of
their operations. Thus they will be operating on less-desirable material
inputs (those which cannot be marketed profitably), and therefore the
programs will have greater visibility because of government support and
regulation.

Moreover, they will in most cases have either inputs that they must
purchase from the private sector, or outputs that they must sell to the
private sector. One of the hopes of some of these social entrepreneurs is
that they will become successful enough to attract investment beyond
initial government subsidies. In part, this is a hope for legitimacy in the
larger economy, and even for greater stability than may exist in either
less-developed countries’ national governments or in industrial societies’
local government units. Thus, these local organizations are involved in
both politics and markets. The same situation is likely to persist well
into any foreseeable period of greater sustainable community develop-
ment. New practices of sustainable community development sometimes
resemble the proverbial bootstrap operation, as if pulling themselves up
were merely a difficult goal, rather than a physically impossible one.
Progressive recycling programs in our study have had to steer a near
impossible course of constant political negotiation with local govern-
ment, on the one hand, and an approach-avoidance relation to major
firms, on the other.4

4 Indeed, many of our observations here are congruent with the arguments of Schnai-
berg and Gould (1994: chapter 8) about alternative technology in less-developed coun-
tries. They found that alternative or appropriate technology (AT), stimulated by the writ-
ings and practices of E. F. Schumacher (1973) and support from his international
institutes, was mostly applied where private sector capital had chosen not to invest. Thus,
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Each of these relationships (or transactions) generally places the orga-
nizers of recycling programs in a dependent and vulnerable role, subject
to political and economic pressures. Governmental and private firm “as-
sistance” is highly contingent and unpredictable. Indeed, the greater the
success, the more danger there is of cannibalization by firms with sub-
stantial funds for acquisition or for competition. Once again, this is a
path most clearly seen in this chapter on the Evanston program. But it is
evident as well in chapters 3–5: indeed, even Waste Management was
subjected to this dynamic when it was acquired by USA Waste Services.
This seems to be an underlying dialectic of the struggle toward sustain-
able community development, which we address in our final chapter.

In making these arguments, we have often been questioned about the
issues of technology and scale. Too often, technology and scale are
posed as deterministic factors of a program’s success or failure. Thus,
people have often asked: Does your analysis suggest that only low-tech-
nology or small-scale programs achieve sustainable community develop-
ment? The problem with these questions is that by attempting to isolate
these “variables,” one can draw contradictory conclusions across the
cases. For example; the PIC Evanston program was the most successful
model at achieving each of the three Es. It was a fairly high-technology
program and is of a much larger scale than the community-based cen-
ters. Contrarily, the Chicago program is the farthest from achieving the
three Es. But it is also a high technology program.

One reviewer of an earlier version of this manuscript noted, “The
authors talk about community-based recycling schemes as an alternative
to the large scale ‘blue bag program’; [but] because they operate at such
different levels of scale the two programs are probably not alternatives.
The real alternative would probably be a larger scale version of the
Evanston program.” The reality is more complicated. In our interviews
with activists at the Chicago Recycling Coalition and other local organi-
zations, they claim that it would have been possible for several organi-
zations like the Resource Center and Uptown Recycling to handle the
entire city of Chicago. These activists argue that neighborhood con-
tracts would have given the community-based centers the financial re-
sources to expand the scope of their programs. We are somewhat du-
bious of this claim. Even if they would not have been able to handle the
Chicago-wide scale of operations, one could make an argument that

AT in these southern nations was interstitial and often transitional. AT organizations
remained operating only until major firms chose to participate. The latter would either
invest in takeovers of these communally based organizations or create competitive firms
that drove these organizations out of the marketplace. In effect, this is remarkably parallel
to Ken Dunn and Jim Burris’s assessment of community-based recycling as a “test mar-
ket” for an emergent recycling industry.
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Chicago would nonetheless have been better off with a variety of
smaller programs that contained some reuse components. Community-
based centers could thus have had a larger ecological impact even if
they captured only a partial volume of the total waste stream.

Questions of technology and scale are not social realities; they are
questions of political construction. Technology can be very beneficial in
terms of moving a practice toward sustainable community development.
The proposed Recycling Parks in Maywood were one example. The
PIC/Evanston program was another good illustration. Technology can
also pose problems, as the blue bag program documented. Scale works
similarly. The ability of the Evanston/PIC to achieve a citywide scale
would have also been politically constructed. They needed a strong lo-
cal business sector that was willing to hire the trainees. Likewise, it may
be true that smaller-scale programs achieved a greater degree of envi-
ronmental sustainability and social equity. Yet we can also imagine sce-
narios where this might not be true.

Arguments that hinge upon such determining factors as technology
and scale fall short of providing a persuasive explanation. The impact
of these determining factors depends upon the ever-shifting larger politi-
cal and economic context. What matters more than scale or technology
are the motives of different social groups, and the means that they have
to push these motives.5 As we stated in chapter 2, this is a fairly stan-
dard political economy or social conflict view of social processes. We
turn to this perspective in the next chapter.

5 Although in a different context, many of these tensions are noted in an excellent
report produced by the Roberts Foundation on U.S.-based urban microlending programs
(Emerson and Twersky 1996).



Seven

The Treadmill of Production:
Toward a Political-Economic Grounding of
Sustainable Community Development

Revisiting the Treadmill of Production

Throughout the last four chapters, we have provided a number of de-
tails and insights into the recent history of recycling. Our task here is to
paint on a larger canvas. In chapter 2, we outlined our theoretical start-
ing points, using a political-economy concept—the treadmill of produc-
tion (Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Gould, Schnaiberg,
and Weinberg 1996). We draw on this concept to outline the dynamics
that shape individual, organizational, and institutional behaviors within
the capitalist production process, especially as they relate to environ-
mental decision making, particularly as it addresses recycling programs.

While the concept was originally used to discuss national level data,
we have also used the treadmill to illustrate links between local (Wein-
berg 1997b), national (Pellow 1998b), and global processes (Gould,
Weinberg, and Schnaiberg 1995). The interactions among these various
levels of structures and processes ultimately help shape local political
conflicts over natural resource usage (Gould, Schnaiberg, and Weinberg
1995; Weinberg 1997c). In this chapter, we apply the treadmill concept
to describe how an array of local, national, and global processes
actually undergirds the local recycling cases outlined in the previous
chapters.

Our goal here is to develop a political-economic understanding of
how recycling decisions move us toward or away from sustainable com-
munity development. Consistent with other political-economic frame-
works (Logan and Swanstrom 1990), our analysis examines the ways in
which different social actors adapt to the political and economic con-
texts in which they are embedded. We also pay close attention to the
often-hidden but important role of power. This leads us to trace the
conflicts resulting from actors’ use of different forms of power to push
their self-interested agendas into a range of public arenas—the political,
economic, and cultural (Logan and Molotch 1987; Walton 1993).

At the outset, our assumption is that the underlying dynamics that
have shaped recycling practices are typical of most political and eco-
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nomic processes in the United States. Recycling enthusiasts’ rhetoric ap-
pears to be innovative and exciting to the participants. Yet the underly-
ing motives and practices of many recycling organizations are similar
from those of many “mainstream” organizations. Most of these organi-
zations have practices that predate modern recycling, practices dictated
by the political-economic infrastructure that was operational well be-
fore recycling became in vogue.

As noted in chapter 2, the concept of the treadmill of production
forces us to look at sustainable community development ideals within a
political-economic system. In this system, powerful market actors ex-
tract natural resources and convert them into profits through market
exchanges. Their profits are then reinvested into the firm in order for it
to purchase new physical capital for production processes, so that the
firm will accrue increasing levels of profits. We have referred to five
tendencies of this political economy, which constitute the core of this
treadmill of production:

1. expand industrial production and economic development,
2. increase consumption,
3. solve social and ecological problems by speeding up the treadmill,
4. concentrate economic expansion around large-scale capital, and
5. construct a political alliance of private capital, labor, and

governments.

These dynamics capture the current political economy in the United
States to a greater extent than is evident in most other industrial soci-
eties (Longworth 1998). The concept of the treadmill of production is
not meant to be an all-encompassing, grand-theoretical model. Rather,
we use the treadmill to highlight specific dynamics that help shape
social-environmental actions. In particular, we trace the influence of
powerful market agents who are driven by a narrow set of economic
values. These actors use political, legal, and cultural arenas to push
their agendas over those of other actors, even those who have more
socially and environmentally oriented values (Gould, Schnaiberg, and
Weinberg 1996; Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Wein-
berg 1997b). Market interchanges have thus come to dominate almost
every decision made about urban areas (Logan and Molotch 1987;
Squires 1994; Zukon 1995). Even those aspects of community life that
are not related to market activity, such as clean air and water, are fre-
quently analyzed in terms of their market value.

We believe that the cases offered in the four previous chapters attest
to the pervasive influence of the treadmill. In most of the cases, recy-
cling’s potential social and ecological contributions were overwhelmed
by more narrowly focused market interests. Attempts to address social
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equity and ecological problems in the poor neighborhoods of Chicago’s
South Side (The Resource Center), in its North Side (Uptown Recycling,
Inc.), and in the suburb of Evanston (PIC) were largely undone by polit-
ical-economic forces seeking to minimize government expenditures and
maximize private profits. In the process, these state actors catered to
private industry. Beneficiaries included the largest multinational corpo-
rations in the waste business—USA Waste Services (which recently ac-
quired Waste Management), Browning-Ferris Industries, and Groot Re-
cycling Services.

The Globalizing Treadmill

One subtle but powerful influence throughout the local cases was the
effect of globalization. While capitalist production has had a significant
international component for the last century at least, the breadth and
depth of globalization today is unprecedented. The result is that we
now live in a society thoroughly embedded in a transnational treadmill
of production (Longworth 1998). Recycling appears be a local practice,
but it is always embedded within global processes. These processes have
emerged due to substantial advances in communication and transporta-
tion technologies. Firms can now locate production in many places
around the world (Barnet and Cavanagh 1994; Grieder 1997; Harrison
1994; Reich 1991). New technologies reduce the need for products to
be produced close to markets. Products can also now be made in pieces,
in different locales, and assembled on an “as-needed” basis. Recently,
for example, journalists have exposed the practices of transnational
computer manufacturers who pay their workers to assemble electronic
parts in their own homes—a return to the “piecework” system (Ewell
1999)

Globalization has thus significantly reduced the bargaining capacity
of communities and workers in any single nation, let alone in any single
community. Workers have found that their ability to strike is less effec-
tive. Firms shut down operations and move production elsewhere. Em-
ployees of the blue bag program complained bitterly about being forced
to sort through raw garbage strewn with toxic chemicals, needles, and
other hazardous materials. But they were also desperate for any em-
ployment opportunity; hence, they did not collectively rebel or strike.
Workers were also aware that striking would not work. Initially, there
was no union organized within the MRRF facilities.

Moreover, even if these sorting workers had successfully become or-
ganized, they could have been easily replaced by other workers. Con-
temporary labor law permits such replacement, and the plentiful supply
of desperate unemployed persons in the nearby community reduced the
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corporate cost of worker replacement while increasing the risks for
workers seeking to engage in collective action. Likewise, communities
often feel that they must do whatever it takes to attract and retain firms
(Logan and Swanstrom 1990). We will note later in this chapter that
this may not actually be the case. However, in the framework of sym-
bolic interactionism, if community leaders feel they have no bargaining
power, they help perpetuate their weakness.

Earlier in this chapter we noted the evolution in our use of the tread-
mill of production from national level processes to global dynamics. We
see the continuity between the older national form and the newer trans-
national form of the treadmill as twofold. First, the driving force con-
tinues to be the private sector’s economic search for profitability, which
has been expanded to a global quest for markets and a global recruit-
ment of labor forces around the world that can generate still-higher
profits per unit of production. Second, the nation-state and the local
and national labor forces of both industrial and developing countries
have actually increased their political commitment to the treadmill, de-
spite the fact that the social distributional gains from the expansion of
production have become truncated for many citizens.

In sharp contrast, the discontinuity between the older national forms
and newer transnational forms of the treadmill lies primarily along two
axes. There has been an increasing domination of transnational tread-
mill market actors over local and national institutions of the nation-
state. Likewise, these transnational market actors exert increasing domi-
nance over community groups and other associations that more directly
represent communities (including both their population and their labor
forces).

These changes can be visualized as a recent increase in the “tilt” of
the treadmill. When a treadmill is tilted to a greater degree, the user
must expend more physical energy merely to sustain his or her initial
velocity. We will also refer to this process as an “acceleration” of the
treadmill, produced in large part by shifts in political power away from
communities and toward capital owners, managers, and investors. In
the new transnational treadmill, communities must confront four stark
resistances arising from acceleration of the transnational treadmill of
production.

DOWNWARD PRESSURE ON WAGES AND THE RISE OF A BI-POLAR

WAGE STRUCTURE

From 1979 to 1993, the top 20 percent of wage earners’ incomes rose
by 18 percent, while the poorest 20 percent of the population saw a 15
percent decline in wages. As Robert Kuttner (1997:86) has documented,
wealth “has now reached its point of greatest concentration since the
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1920s. All of the gains to equality of the postwar boom have been
wiped out.”

INCREASING MARGINALIZATION OF WORKERS IN LOW-INCOME AND

MINORITY COMMUNITIES

In the 1996 presidential race, both political parties ignored issues con-
cerning the poor and marginalized. Unionization of the workforce is
down to 11 percent (Kuttner 1996). The 2000 political race appears
equally insensitive to class and racial inequalities, despite some rhetoric
on issues of health care and retirement protection.

DEREGULATION AND AN ABANDONMENT OF THE LIBERAL ACTIVIST STATE

Under greater pressure from capital owners (Beeghley 1996), there has
been a shift in the United States to “small government.” The prime
concern has been to decrease taxes, ostensibly to induce both new do-
mestic investment and new domestic consumption. Instead, this has led
to a greater export of manufacturing jobs, merely offering more U.S.
service employment at low-wage levels, and a redistribution of income
and wealth upwards (Phillips 1989, 1993).

ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS

Old problems of pollution have not been addressed. The appearance of
ecological improvement within the United States is often the result of
our exporting dirty technologies to Third World nations. Additionally,
new scientific findings have led to greater awareness of other problems,
such as the effects of toxic waste on human reproductive systems and
urban respiratory problems such as asthma.

These factors constitute large impediments to sustainable community
development. Local governments, community development agencies,
and other local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have struggled
to find nonglobal and nontreadmill forms of control over local and non-
local markets in order to avoid ceding to these unsustainability de-
mands from global investors. Some local stakeholders have sought ways
to harness the power of the globalizing marketplace to meet local needs
for economic viability, social stability, and ecological sustainability
(Shuman 1998). Recycling is a good example of an approach with the
potential to achieve these goals of sustainable community development.
Communities that recycle have sought to capture materials in the waste
stream and to bundle them for resale to globalizing remanufacturing
markets.
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Yet, to create genuinely sustainable community development projects,
a community faces many new obstacles in the globalizing economy.
Markets are competitive, entry costs are high, and large firms have an
array of market advantages. Some economists have begun to refer to
this terrain as a winner-takes-all market (Frank and Cook 1995). In
these markets, there tend to be larger winners, but fewer of them. Com-
munities must compete in these markets while simultaneously address-
ing a host of social problems that have emerged in recent years. The
latter include

1. the decline in urban employment paying living wages;
2. the stagnation or reduction in wages for most urban workers,

reducing their buying power and contributions to local tax rolls;
3. growing competition among communities for business invest-

ment, resulting in a variety of tax reductions to induce corporations to
locate in communities, and thus reducing future streams of revenue;

4. growing demand for public services, including health and hous-
ing, due in part to declines in personal income among the working
population;

5. increasing attacks on high city taxes by all enterprises, who
threaten to move to suburban or rural locations; and

6. the displacement of smaller-scale urban enterprises by large-
scale national and international businesses, including franchised
operations.

These factors also contextualized and shaped the nature of urban re-
cycling in each of our cases. Both Chicago and its inner ring of suburbs
have confronted a loss of employment, particularly for unskilled work-
ers. In order to address this glut of unemployed and underemployed
workers, each municipal entity has sought to induce new businesses to
relocate within their boundaries, to raise both employment potential
and “tax bases.” The latter has become a central feature of municipal
planning. The decline in corporate benefits for a large regional popula-
tion of citizen-workers has led to an increase in their demands for pub-
lic health and other services.

This has meant that Chicago, as well as Evanston and other older
inner-ring suburbs, has been forced to offer taxpayer-based inducements
to businesses in order to generate new employment and taxes. This was
also true to some extent in Maywood, Uptown, and other poor Chicago
neighborhoods. Each of these recycling programs was in part designed
for the purpose of addressing multiple pressing social problems. But in
each case, the promise of the redress of social and economic problems
was sidelined by the “need” to use city funds to attract corporate inves-
tors and operators.



162 C H A P T E R  S E V E N

The city of Evanston had been successful at attracting new business
investments in entertainment, retail shopping districts, grocery stores,
and high-rent housing. Even here, though, the forces listed above have
widened a two-tiered quality of life in this city on the northern border
of Chicago. There remains a significant pocket of poverty, high crime,
and joblessness, especially among the Evanston’s African American resi-
dents. The recycling program agreement with PIC was constructed spe-
cifically to address this problem.

Small businesses in each of these towns were failing at an alarming
rate, which lowered opportunities for local workers and reduced the
local tax base. The taxpayers have paid a heavy price as well. Collec-
tively, each of these cities has given millions of taxpayer dollars to busi-
nesses willing to locate in the area, with no enforceable commitment
from these firms to stay for any specified length of time. Why do cities
give such large breaks to private enterprise? In the next sections, we
consider the roots of the state’s behavior.

The State’s Ambivalent Role in Managing the Treadmill

We also note that the role of the state in recycling was one of ambiva-
lence in all the previous chapters. As we noted in chapter 1, the state’s
role is both to facilitate capital accumulation and to legitimate the so-
cioeconomic structure for the citizenry (O’Connor 1973, 1988). In its
role as facilitator of a prosperous economy, the state, to ensure contin-
uous economic growth, protects unlimited access to natural resources.
In its role as distributive justice legitimator, it must maintain resource
levels for noneconomic community uses, such as clean water and spaces
for recreational activities. Sustainable community development is, there-
fore, attractive to communities when local problems arise. Yet most of
these ideas never get beyond the discussion stage, due to resistance from
private sector actors and their political allies, who are both following
the rules of the treadmill game.

Changing urban constituencies have created a number of political and
economic constraints on the state in recent years. Urban governments
have increasingly felt squeezed: both central cities and older suburban
communities are confronting an increase in demands for city services,
while their capacities to provide such services are declining. This is
largely the direct result of patterns of capital allocation, which support
national and international shareholders at the expense of local stake-
holders (Longworth 1998). It is also an outcome of the political influ-
ence of large-scale capital investors on the federal government.

Since the Reagan era, there has been a consistent push for less regula-
tion, lower taxes, and more state subsidization for large capital-inten-



T H E  T R E A D M I L L  O F  P R O D U C T I O N 163

sive projects. The criterion of sustainability for private capital owners
and managers has been corporate sustainability. Their central concern
has been to ensure rising profitability and stock price increases. This is
not necessarily bad. A depressed economy with low stock prices would
not be ripe for urban reform. But it is also true that corporate sus-
tainability does not automatically lead to community sustainability.
Indeed, a community’s difficulty achieving sustainable forms of develop-
ment is often precisely what maintains corporate sustainability. Com-
munities that offer investors access to natural resources below market
costs, cheap labor, and noncompetitive markets are often seen by corpo-
rate actors as fertile grounds for corporate sustainability. This dynamic
indicates that the needs of communities and corporations are often fun-
damentally at odds.

This arrangement also makes it harder for nongovernmental organi-
zations and social advocates to raise money, to gain access to public
officials, or to convince local politicians to consider plans for sustain-
able community development. As we noted in chapter 3, recycling pro-
grams in Chicago were shaped behind closed doors by large-scale capi-
tal owners and the Daley political machine. Paradoxically, the Daley
machine, seeking to avoid increasing local taxes to pay for recycling
programs actually enticed Waste Management into recycling operations
as a means of protecting Chicago’s financial security. As we documented
in chapters 4, 5, and 6, proponents of innovative recycling programs
confronted a hostile political climate. Uptown Recycling, the Resource
Center, and the Maywood Recycling Park were stymied by their lack of
access to government officials. Their political disempowerment was par-
alleled by a lack of economic access to private investors.

These sustainable recycling advocates were also powerless to influ-
ence federal regulatory patterns, which supported private capital proj-
ects that were decreasingly oriented to the needs of local stakeholders.
This last point is important. With strong OSHA enforcement of worker
safety regulations or EPA enforcement of environmental practices, the
blue bag program would have been much more expensive for Waste
Management and the city of Chicago to operate. It would either never
have been implemented or would have been changed sooner after imple-
mentation, rather than after several years of exploiting vulnerable
workers.

Why did Chicago in particular and other cities more generally find
themselves in this unenviable position? Probably the greatest contribut-
ing factor is the transformation of basic industry vis-à-vis the inner city.
Responding to emerging global challenges, private firms have created
myriad social crises. Many firms have left the inner city, thus creating a
rising demand for services (welfare payments, unemployment, retrain-
ing, and environmental cleanup). Moreover, their lobbyists have urged
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the federal government to reduce corporate and personal taxes, thereby
decreasing available public revenues to provide these services. Finally, in
their campaign contributions, they have helped put forward an ideology
and practice that has led to a decrease in federally supported social
services as a poverty reduction strategy (Longworth 1998).

In this climate, smaller scale community-based recycling programs
that could have created integrated programs to deal with ecological,
equity, and economic needs appeared less attractive to state agents. In-
stead, the latter opted for the “more efficient” large-scale, economically
driven programs that touted their potential for revenue generation and
job creation. At most, though, these firms generated low-wage and
dead-end jobs. The Daley administration certainly had some concerns
about equity issues, as did the Evanston City Council. Likewise, OSHA
officials had concerns about worker safety issues. The EPA was also
aware of the potential impact these recycling programs might have had
on environmental quality. But each of these state actors was also under
substantial political pressure to accommodate large capital interests
(Lowi 1979). We will return to this issue in the next section (see trend 2
below).

Grounding Sustainable Community Development
in the Treadmill of Production

The treadmill of production is often inaccurately perceived as a mono-
lithic concept. The treadmill changes over time, as noted in the histories
of Chicago and Evanston and outlined in chapter 2. There are also vari-
ations within the treadmill at any particular place, as evidenced by the
diversity of programs descrobed in chapters 3–6. Generally, though, the
treadmill is not a favorable context for creating and maintaining sus-
tainable community development projects. The diversity of programs
we studied is gradually converging into several nonsustainable forms of
recycling. The globalizing treadmill is currently creating two trends that
make for formidable difficulties for sustainable community development
projects. In the rest of this chapter, we explore these trends. In the next
chapter, we explore some contexts where limited subversion of these
trends may be possible.

Trend 1: The Perceived Role of Firms in the Global Economy:
The Resistance to Supporting the Three Es

One reframing of our arguments in chapters 3–6 is that by the 1980s,
most private sector firms had become largely alienated from equity and
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environmental concerns (Longworth 1998). Citizens were primarily
concerned with obtaining a fair share of local economic development.
They sought to maintain enough fiscal solvency of their communities to
address local social needs. And they also desired to reduce their health
hazards from landfills and incinerators (Stoecker 1994). At the same
time, though, firms became even more focused on their own bottom
lines—increasing profitability and share values for their investors
(Korten 1996; Shuman 1998; Useem 1993). Because of this tension,
firms and their managers were becoming more and more alienated from
the concerns of local populations.

In the formal language of economics, citizen concerns of social equity
and environmental quality were heightened by the rising visible negative
externalities of private capital during the 1970s and 1980s. During the
1980s, increasing unemployment and environmental pollution were
plaguing urban communities around the country. These were major
concerns of many workers and citizen activists. However, firms were
increasingly resistant to internalizing the costs of dealing with these lo-
cal problems. Their calculated removal from such concerns was ratio-
nalized by their argument that they faced fiercer competition in the
global marketplace (Harrison 1994; Korten 1996). Others have sug-
gested that this argument was partly a smokescreen designed to mask a
campaign to increase managers’ share of profits by reducing the share
distributed to workers and local communities (Gordon 1996).

Increasingly, even where firms have remained active in local philan-
thropic activities, they have been practicing more “strategic philan-
thropy” than a genuine mutualism with the community (Kanter 1995;
Silver 1998). Firms tend to donate to community organizations in ways
that enhance their public relations, facilitating their greater market and
ideological penetration of the community and improving their prof-
itability. As “philanthropic” actors, they tend to “give back” only a
small share of what they have extracted from increased downsizing and
hardball negotiations for “deals” with community leaders. For example,
Waste Management has been providing funds for “environmental edu-
cation” in the city of Chicago’s public schools. However, this program
is nothing more than an effort to persuade schoolchildren and their
parents of the “benefits” of Waste Management’s blue bag recycling
system.

As more and more large firms have become engaged in mergers and
acquisitions, their “philanthropic” spirit has been increasingly redi-
rected to the headquarter’s city of the newly merged company. If the
headquarters is in a city other than where the acquired or merged firm
was centered, then donations to local nonprofit organizations will be
reduced. There is simply no longer a corporate need to maintain a local
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presence. Thus, there is little corporate pressure to express any loyalty
to such local potential beneficiaries. Unfortunately, it is difficult for
foundations and other philanthropic concerns to fill this void. In Chi-
cago, for example, after the blue bag program went on-line, the execu-
tive director of Citizens for a Better Environment complained that “no
one’s funding solid waste issues anymore. It’s not like the issue has gone
away, because we still have trash being landfilled and very little of it
actually being recycled, reused, or composted. But the foundations are
supporting advocacy work in this area, so our focus has had to shift in
order to keep the organization alive.”

Economic factors thus seem to dominate even the world of “giving”
for “good causes.” But the theory of the firm has always used such
narrow criteria to define success for the business. When firms had more
enduring dependencies on localities, they more frequently shared some
concerns about the habitability and quality of life of their host commu-
nities (Shuman 1998). Owners and managers often lived locally, and
thus shared some of the fates of their communities of operation. Even in
this period, though, owners and managers were always careful to live
upwind and upstream from their polluting industries (Hurley 1995).

In Evanston, part of the financial problems stemmed from a loss of
major employers, who moved to other communities. Paradoxically, one
of the major new investors in a downtown Evanston housing develop-
ment is an insurance company that moved from that site, taking over
two hundred well-paying jobs with them. The most ironic occurrence in
Evanston’s recycling history is perhaps in the recent competition over
the privatization of the city’s Recycling Center. The most active compet-
itor to the winner, Groot Recycling, was Browning-Ferris Industries. BFI
had claimed to be a “good citizen” of Evanston because it had located a
waste transfer station there when it bought out the local firm, Active
Service Recycling. Yet it was BFI’s withdrawal from hauling office paper
wastes to Evanston’s MRF that changed the economics of the Recycling
Center and led to the eventual abandonment of both the center and its
social retraining program. It was Northwestern University, which pro-
vided fellowship support for this book’s authors, that both underwrote
our research and permitted BFI to unilaterally take its “local” waste
and sell it extralocally.

Likewise, the village of Maywood reaped national publicity through
its proposed industrial park. This was so much the case that when we
first visited the planners, we fully believed that the park was up and
running. Yet the only reward the two planners received was being fired
by the village. They were also strung along by private investors who
claimed that their technologies were “imminently” on-line.



T H E  T R E A D M I L L  O F  P R O D U C T I O N 167

By 1980, then, it was becoming clear to most Chicago-area decision
makers involved in economic and community development that the tech-
nological, organizational, and political dimensions of Chicago’s economy
were changing. Contemporary post-Fordist (Lipietz 1987) forms of pro-
duction technology allowed firms to produce more goods with fewer
workers. In turn, this led to downsizing many long-established manufac-
turing firms, especially on the City’s South and West sides (Gordon 1996;
Harrison 1994; Logan and Swanstrom 1990; Economist 1991). This an-
ticommunity stance was exacerbated by the fact that more firms had be-
come publicly owned, and thus more vulnerable to stockholder rebellions
and pressures for managers to return to more profitable ventures. Budros
(1997:230) puts it well: “Central to the new U.S. economy are ‘institu-
tional investors’ (especially pension funds), which have pushed non-own-
ing managers to increase shareholder value (stock prices and dividends),
often dismissing unresponsive managerial teams.”

In his book documenting the rise of institutional investing, Useem
(1993:1) argues similarly: “During the late 1980s and early 1990s . . .
large shareholders rebelled, pressing companies to build organizational
forms more suited to their purposes. . . . A driving principle behind this
transformation was that the organization’s architecture should be
aligned more closely around what shareholders sought from their own-
ership stake.”

In our earlier work, we noted some of the same tendencies:

Unlike the fantasy of It’s a Wonderful Life, the level of investment in most
larger firms is sufficiently high that a handful of local, friendly, community
investors no longer constitutes the core of investors. The firms’ relations to
ecosystems thus change, because the expansionary impulses for investors
under their goal of maximizing share values is perfectly open-ended. No
longer do more localized investors have as a primary goal the provision of
local services or local employment (including employment for family mem-
bers), or the improvement of the community’s economy. Instead, when inves-
tors (or potential investors) believe that their investments/shares can earn
more under other managerial conditions, the managers in place have to strug-
gle to run even faster on the treadmill of production. (Schnaiberg and Gould
1994:51)

Useem offers the following quotes from interviews with corporate of-
ficers of Fortune 500 companies:

Central management repeatedly focused attention on the singular importance
of this one measure of performance. “Stakeholder value is our internal corpo-
rate driving force,” one company’s president commented. (1993:76–77)
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“We want the employees to learn that the company is being managed for the
benefit of the shareholders, and that decisions we make with regard to facili-
ties and operations have that at their root.” (1993:72)

Many of these issues have been playing themselves out in Chicago
region. Despite their initial dismissal of recycling’s ecological and social
goals in favor of narrow economic and market interests, Waste Manage-
ment nonetheless incurred the wrath of its shareholders. In this era of
globalization, where capital can flow to profitable enterprises virtually
anywhere in the world, shareholders attacked Waste Management for
not being “efficient” enough to generate higher dividends and increased
stock values. As low as Waste Management’s road to profits had been
(Harrison 1994), the shareholders defined it as “not low enough.” In
their estimation, too much of the potential profit had been drained by
“unproductive” activities such as recycling.

What this means is that Waste Management’s profit margin for recyc-
ling, while substantially higher than that of the community-based pro-
grams, has simply been socially defined as “not high enough” by an
organized group of shareholders. (Indeed, current managers have re-
ported to us a continuing loss rather than a profit for the Chicago
MRRFs). Paradoxically, the central figure in this corporate drama has
been George Soros, whose investment funds have included a block of
Waste Management. Soros also runs a “humanitarian” foundation that
supports research and development for “social justice in the city.” But
his philanthropic actions were painfully dwarfed by his economic ac-
tions in socially unjust operations such as Waste Management’s.

The eventual outcome of these pressures may be the dismantling of
the blue bag program. Unwilling to pay larger contract fees, the city of
Chicago will be under pressure to abandon recycling, although it will
continue to have to follow Illinois state mandates for recycling a sub-
stantial portion of their solid waste stream. Waste Management will
likely convert its MRRF into a waste transfer station, leaving Chicago
to juggle its agenda in the other three MRRFs owned by the city. Chi-
cago has a heavy capital investment in the MRRFs, but has also pro-
tected its operating budget by passing on problems to Waste Manage-
ment. If Chicago cannot get another corporation to take over its
recycling/waste-hauling contract, it may seek to avoid shutting down
the blue bag program by operating it with city staff.

It is unlikely that Chicago would consider shifting its program to
community-based organizations, since most of their centers and person-
nel have already been put out of business. Likewise, the city will have
missed an opportunity to develop innovative recycling parks like those
proposed in Maywood and West Garfield Park that could have pro-
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duced hundreds of well-paying jobs. The closings and missed op-
portunities are pernicious, particularly in areas where welfare and
immigration reform have already weakened the social and economic
foundations of the impoverished immigrant and native communities.
The Uptown Recycling Center has already closed and the Resource
Center continues to shift its focus away from traditional postconsumer
waste recycling. As those populations previously served by these pro-
grams are left without options, we have no way to gauge the effects.
The people who used the center remain socially invisible. They exist in
regions of the city that have become abandoned (Squires et al. 1987;
Wilson 1996). If they are starving, few people will notice and it will
likely go unreported in either media accounts or census numbers.

Thus the role of the city and Waste Management in Chicago’s recy-
cling history reveals an unflattering and dim portrait that has done great
damage to the prospect of sustainable community development in this
metropolis. The good news is that there is nothing natural or inevitable
about this process. What is disarming, however, is that much of the
problem is rooted not only in the battles against multinational corpora-
tions, but also in a myth that plagues even the most powerful political
bodies in this nation’s largest cities.

Trend 2: The Growing Myth of Urban Disempowerment

Why did Chicago’s community developers come to create a recycling
system as wasteful of human and natural resources as the blue bag pro-
gram? The answer: like most city administrations, the Daley regime as-
sumed that the city was marginalized and powerless vis-à-vis private
capital on the issue of the sale of recyclable materials. Ironically, Chi-
cago acted powerfully to use Waste Management as a corporate buffer
to offset this vulnerability. The “urban disempowerment myth” that af-
flicts cities such as Chicago is consistent with the argument of Paul Pe-
terson (1981:45), who has maintained: “In the global economy private
capital is freed of many of the limitations of place. Cities are rendered
obsolete. Industry can come and go as it pleases. Forced to adapt to this
changed market place, cities have no choice but to participate in the
market for mobile capital. The only other choice is to face economic
decline.”

Urban governments have come to believe that they are in a disem-
powered position. Given the current dynamics of the treadmill, they are
largely correct (Longworth 1998). Certainly globalization has shifted
the power balance toward firms. But Peterson and others have gone one
step further by arguing that the only viable response is reduced taxes
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and regulations to create a “good business environment.” This “bidding
down” is intended to attract new investors. Some urban sociologists
have called this “mainstream” economic development policy (Clavel
and Kleniewski 1990) the “corporate-centered” development approach
(see Logan and Swanstrom 1990). Its starting question is “What are the
needs of the corporation?” rather than asking “What are the needs in
different parts of the community?” This led to substantial economic,
social, and environmental concessions, as noted in chapter 3. As the
initial blue bag program and the abandonment of the PIC program in
Evanston demonstrated, a “good business climate” often includes non-
union jobs, lower wages, reduced or no unemployment benefits, subsi-
dized financing, land giveaways, relaxed regulations, and various tax
breaks.

Corporate-centered development stresses that growth should be pur-
sued as the panacea for all urban distributive gaps. This “monocul-
tural” approach to redevelopment has two inherent difficulties. First,
growth is narrowly conceived as a bricks-and-mortar approach to eco-
nomic development. This calls exclusively for large-scale changes in
land use patterns in or near central business districts that are financed,
at least partially, by cities. Development of this type often exacerbates
many of the social ills it is designed to address (Stoecker 1994; Taub
1994). Leveling low-income housing to make way for new develop-
ments continues to be such an approach (Logan and Molotch 1987;
Wilson 1987, 1996).

Second, such growth makes some resources potentially available to
fund social programs. But it typically includes no clear mechanism for
the distribution of the revenue generated from the economic growth to
the poor or other depressed segments of the community. Out of this
sleight of hand has emerged “a tradition that historically has tied the
fortunes of cities to the vitality of their private sectors and encouraged a
reliance on private institutions (rather than on public control and plan-
ning for urban development)” (Barnekov, Boyle, and Rich 1989:213).

Finally, this bricks-and-mortar model ignores the fact that many com-
munity development corporations are also working to develop the so-
cial infrastructure of cities as well as to increase levels of human capital
(H. Rubin 1994; Stoecker 1994). They are often pushed aside in the
course of “development.”

Corporate-centered development is not the only socially useful mar-
ket-based strategy. Yet it has become the one most favored by official
urban development planners. Mainstream (Clavel and Kleniewski 1990)
or corporate-centered development thus reinforces the existing distribu-
tion of political power within the urban landscape.

Regardless, members of the Daley administration charged with ad-
dressing the “landfill crisis” were expected to work toward the creation
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of a “good business climate” for the city. To fulfill this condition, the
mayor pushed for a program that would limit recycling’s demands upon
the city’s future operating budget. But the city had to generate a con-
tract that appeared beneficial to powerful firms who might be willing to
run a large-scale recycling project that could provide new jobs. This
project was supposed to help low-income communities, who had been
hardest hit by the loss of Chicago’s manufacturing industries. Expand-
ing the job base from a large-scale recycling project would inject badly
needed revenue into the city tax rolls and into employee payrolls. A
renewed demand for local stores and local services would emerge with
rising payrolls and increased employment. Small-business disinvestment
in poor neighborhoods over the last twenty years (Wilson 1996) would
be slowed, halted, and possibly reversed. While more of these objectives
have been approached in later years of the program, the city lost valu-
able opportunities in failing to rein in Waste Management in the early
years of the program. And it is our argument that in seeking this fiduci-
ary protection, the city was also foregoing other opportunities to move
closer to the three Es of sustainable community development through
recycling.

Corporate-centered development is seductive because people need
jobs. Almost any strategy that claims to create lots of jobs is appealing.
The problem with corporate-centered development is that there are no
mechanisms to ensure that the jobs produced come with a living wage,
decent working conditions, or human development. Moreover, within
this strategy, the firm makes few if any commitments to remain rooted
in place for any period of time. Thus proponents of this strategy fail to
recognize the difference between high-road and low-road development
(Harrison 1994). Low-road development is driven by firms who seek
profits by controlling their costs, usually through the exploitation of
workers and the local environment. These firms are attracted to strug-
gling urban communities by the potential to create a dependent rela-
tionship. A large employer can dictate labor conditions and local envi-
ronmental ordinances, thereby controlling costs.

High-road development is driven by firms who seek profits through
increased productivity. They employ the best workers and the latest
technology. These firms are attracted to urban communities by the large
pool of trainable workers. They see the potential to create a world-class
workforce that carries out high-performance production (see generally
Harrison 1994; Longworth 1998; Thurow 1996). The challenge for ur-
ban communities is to use the global economy to create a local economy
constructed from high road firms and industries.1

1 Note that we do not view “high road firms” as unproblematic or as businesses neces-
sarily engaged in sustainable community development
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By ignoring this distinction, municipalities are primed to generate a
stream of disastrous compromises. Each separate action appears to
make sense, but taken together, they constitute a socially and economi-
cally unproductive bidding-down pathway that leads farther away from
sustainable community development. This was readily apparent in the
history of the blue bag program.

1. The city of Chicago assumed that attracting a large firm like
Waste Management would protect Chicago’s development potential.
Thus, they made a series of initial financial compromises to attract
them.

2. The city of Chicago also assumed that a large program with
huge MRFs would also lead to economies of scale. Thus, they in-
vested massive financial resources into constructing four of them.

3. Finally, the city assumed that a large-scale program run with
cutting-edge technologies by a large firm would naturally be positive.
Thus, they followed the lead of Waste Management.

Retracing the rationale behind the decisions, we were struck by how
powerless the city viewed itself as a market actor and by how much
faith they placed in Waste Management to insulate them from market
fluctuations in recyclable prices. These decisions came back to haunt the
city in the first years of its recycling program. As we documented in the
chapter 3, they did make changes to address the low recovery rates,
poor recycling stream quality, and abominable labor conditions. How-
ever, they had limited degrees of freedom. The city was committed by
contract to a corporate-centered strategy with Waste Management for
at least seven years. Even beyond this, the city has committed itself by
capital outlays for the MRRFs, and there is little they can do to correct
many of the design flaws of its program.

Conclusion: Relationships in the Treadmill

One way of pulling these ideas together is to outline the nature of rela-
tionships in a treadmill-based political economy. Wayne Baker (1994:
44–47) has conceptualized the possible relationships into a classifica-
tion scheme. He considers the motivation of each parties in a network
of economic relationships, and traces the nature of the commitments
between them that result. Chart 7.1 outlines these.

Baker notes that relationships 2 and 3 are “not sustainable because
orientations are mismatched. Eventually, you protect yourself and with-
draw from the exchange, or you convince the other side of the merits”
(1994:45) of your own position. Communities are desirous of creating
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CHART 7.1
Types of Connections between Communities and Remanufacturers

REMANUFACTURER’S
MOTIVATION

DEAL-
ORIENTED

RELATION-
ORIENTED

DEAL-ORIENTED 1. Spot market 3. Exit

COMMUNITY
MOTIVATION

RELATION-
ORIENTED

2. Exploitation 4. Partnerships

sustainable relationships with remanufacturers, who want to utilize the
community’s recyclable materials. Community developers have often
struggled to create a kind of “bootstrap” approach to remanufacturing.
Municipal agencies gather and sort recyclable materials, on the one
hand. On the other hand, they create mandates for the purchase of
subsequently remanufactured products (especially paper products).
They see their role as “market makers,” stimulating both supply (curb-
side collection and MRFs) and demand (purchase of remanufactured
goods).

Community agents ignore the discomforting reality that absent a
given level of actual or anticipated profit, private organizations will be
oriented only toward “deals.” Firms are generally not interested in on-
going relationships to protect the community’s environment through re-
manufacturing with locally gathered recyclables. Communities have at-
tempted two approaches to this dilemma. One the one hand, they seek
to avoid the undesirable outcome of being exploited by remanufac-
turers. On the other hand, they seek to avoid being seduced into creat-
ing MRFs and then being abandoned by remanufacturing firms when
profits are too low.

First, community MRFs have selected only those recyclable materials
that can find a somewhat-reliable market demand from remanufac-
turers. This essentially leads to a selection of materials for collection
and sorting that is market oriented, and not ecologically oriented (what
we have called “getting the materials right” [Weinberg, Pellow, and
Schnaiberg 1996]). Unselected materials are disposed of in landfills or
incinerated. For example, in the mid-1990s, many recyclers stopped col-
lecting plastics because of their low market returns, despite their signifi-
cant volume in the solid waste stream.

A second approach is for community MRFs to select remanufacturers
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who will reliably sustain a demand for the community’s output from its
MRFs. The MRFs attempt to find commodity brokers who become in-
termediaries between the community and the market of remanufac-
turers. Essentially, this establishes a relationship, rather than just spot
transactions, between these brokers and community agents. Evanston is
one example we found that uses both these strategies.

This latter process has been extended recently by the establishment of
a national trading market for recyclable materials. This has been lauded
by some recycling proponents, although its operations have not been
very successful. Even with this development, though, communities re-
main vulnerable to market fluctuations. In neither case is there a rela-
tionship orientation with the purchaser of recyclable materials. Most of
these community strategies have essentially created only a diversity of
spot deals.

Communities hoped to benefit from having a less monopolistic mar-
ket for their recyclables by finding “many buyers.” However, with more
than eight thousand U.S. communities recycling, the trading advantage
redounds typically to the remanufacturer. This disparity exists in part
because the remanufacturer sees recyclables as only a commodity, rather
than as a means of achieving ecological protection or community revi-
talization. Remanufacturers are, de facto, forcing community agents to
change their values for recycling from an ecological policy into more of
a market exchange.

Some mutually beneficial relationships between community-based
MRFs and remanufacturers have emerged, though. In the early 1990s,
for example, increased market activity raised prices for newsprint and
other paper recyclables substantially. This created more favorable bal-
ance sheets for community recycling agencies, on the one hand, and for
remanufacturers, on the other. Unfortunately, this did not lead to a
heightened ecological consciousness for either party. Rather, MRFs be-
came temporarily visible as a potential revenue-generation center for
municipal budgets. Likewise, recyclables gained more popularity as a
feedstock for a growing number of paper remanufacturers.

As economic growth slowed somewhat in the middle 1990s, some of
the older economic dilemmas of community MRFs reappeared. Costs of
community collection and sorting became higher than revenues from
remanufacturers. Demand was still high enough to prevent a return to
the 1980s-style material glut of recyclable paper stocks. The rise of
community recycling had in fact economically induced more large paper
manufacturers to invest in remanufacturing facilities in order to take
advantage of cheap and plentiful supplies of wastepaper feedstocks. Re-
manufacturers did not become more “ecological”; they simply applied
their standard guideposts of profitability to the emerging scale of recy-
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cling technologies. Remanufacturers’ economic shift further encouraged
local community recyclers to actually become more, rather than less,
“economic” in their orientations, further diminishing the vision of re-
cycling as a form of ecological protection.

When market prices for recyclables declined, how did community
agents respond? Most made some incremental changes in their local
processes in order to adapt to new market conditions. They expanded
recycling of some materials but condensed or abandoned other mate-
rials. They sought to find new brokers to help them. In a small number
of cases, they began to think more aggressively, to try to become the
market makers they desired to be. They sought out larger and smaller
organizations to use evolving technologies in ways that could generate
profits in remanufacturing goods out of higher-volume and lower-value
recyclable materials, such as paper and old tires. As we noted in chapter
4, few of these projects have actually materialized. There were too
many economic uncertainties for these remanufacturing organizations.
Essentially, the “deals” have simply not been profitable or predictable
enough for the market actors to take greater economic risks.

Recycling has thus become less ecologically and socially oriented over
the past decade, despite (or because of) its nominal success. The diffu-
sion of curbside recycling and community-based MRFs has actually ori-
ented community political and economic officials to the behavior of the
market more than it has induced these latter organizations to become
more “green.” People like Jim Burris and Ken Dunn are largely being
removed from the industry’s terrain. This is our sobering conclusion to
both this chapter and the preceding ones. It poses a challenge for how
to think about recycling and broader strategies of environmental re-
forms that will “do good” for communities rather than just “feel good”
for citizens. In the final chapter, we take up this theme.



Eight

The Search for Sustainable
Community Development:
Final Notes and Thoughts

The Political Economy of Solid Waste Management

In July of 1997, we had the privilege to participate in an Internet con-
ference focusing on solid waste management practices around the globe.
During the course of the conference, a solid waste consultant, Anne
Scheinberg, offered an evaluation of recent changes in solid waste man-
agement that shed light on our understanding of recycling. In this sec-
tion, we present a summary and analysis of that evaluation because it
paints a portrait of the industry that sheds light on the cases we have
presented in the previous chapters.

In a paper posted on the Internet during the conference, Scheinberg
argued that during the last twenty years, the Organization for Economic
Development (northern) countries have witnessed a total paradigm shift
in the rationale for and approach to municipal waste management. The
new paradigm originated over a concern that waste dumping was caus-
ing groundwater contamination in many communities. Many of these
nations have long recognized the need to introduce and enforce environ-
mental controls over organizations and individuals that continue to
bury wastes. In particular, she noted a growing emphasis on siting and
constructing ecologically sound landfills, which would prevent wastes
from leaching out of landfills and eventually into the groundwater.

The movement for safer landfills led to a shift upward in the economy
of scale of solid waste disposal. Simply put, communities had to region-
alize their waste streams in order to be able to cover the costs of con-
structing and operating “safe” landfills. Local unregulated dumps gave
way to larger regulated regional landfills. This regionalization weakened
the role of local government in the disposal process. Communities in-
creasingly found that their only option was to pay large firms to pick up
and transfer solid waste to the regional landfill. Initially, this led a rapid
rise in the cost of solid waste disposal. Such costs tended to spike within
the first two-to-five years of the transition, and then gradually decline as
“modern” disposal capacity was constructed and brought on-line.

Scheinberg noted that as solid waste disposal practices modernized
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around landfills, there was a move at both the grass roots and the policy
levels to require a range of source separation initiatives, such as recy-
cling. The intent of these initiatives was to reduce both the volume and
weight of waste materials requiring disposal. The second-order impact
of this regionalization change was to transform existing recycling activ-
ities, which were actually informal scavenging operations, to more for-
malized recycling, reorganized in the formal sanitation sector.

This organizational shift is important because the formal sector is
driven by a search for profits, mostly derived from the collection and
removal of solid wastes. Thus, the private sector was motivated primar-
ily by the lure of large contracts with local government for the collec-
tion and processing of recyclable materials. Such formal sector firms
then sought to increase profits by expanding their control over the en-
tire recycling process. They accomplished this goal in large part by pur-
chasing other formal sector firms and by driving out informal scaven-
gers. Most often this incorporation created the loss of livelihood for the
community of scavengers, scrap dealers, intermediaries, and commod-
ity-based buyback systems. It also created job losses when firms merged
or were acquired and certain positions became redundant.

Scheinberg then provided longitudinal indicators of the resulting im-
pacts on communities around the globe. For example, as the rise of
private recycling firms continued, there was a temporary but relatively
long-lived (three-to-seven-year) depression in the regional (and in some
cases world) market price for the secondary (recycling) materials. The
supply outstripped the demand. Eventually there was an expansion of
the market for these secondary materials, arising from increases in the
technical capabilities of firms to utilize the recycled materials. This
tended to happen over a five-to-fifteen-year period. Following this, there
was some restoration of price levels for these recycled materials, and the
market often expanded to incorporate other recyclable materials—such
as materials with a higher level of contamination or new mixtures of
materials.

In turn, this change led to an explosion of technical innovation, first
in collection and separation technologies, and, as a second-level result,
in feedstock preparation and preprocessing. Finally, Scheinberg ob-
served a diversification of publicly financed or publicly guaranteed dis-
position, processing, and final disposal options, such as transfer sta-
tions, separation plants, composting and anaerobic digestion facilities,
incinerators, landspreading operations, mono-fills, long-term storage fa-
cilities, and the like.

Scheinberg’s depictions are most revealing for us. Her comments
about the “informal sector” are analogous to what we have termed
“community-based” recycling operations (chapter 4). Her concept of
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“modernization” essentially relates to what we have termed “corporate-
centered” recycling programs (chapter 3).

In particular, we note that in her analysis solid waste disposal is
driven by formal organizations in search of profit. There is nothing in
the analysis that suggests that the nature and pace of production are
likely to be driven by ecological or social goals. Recycling enterprises
may offer some environmental efficiency gains, but these are mostly
minor deviations from the standard means and goals of formal organi-
zations. Scheinberg has described a “business as usual” model of an
industry that most observers view as quite unusual and unique: recy-
cling will emerge in the form of large municipally based programs that
are designed around the multiple needs of producers.1

Major equity and environmental threats are thus likely to emerge in
this modernization process. First, the threat to the informal sector is
essentially built into the process of modernization. Second, after the
initial stage, environmental concerns are not the drivers in the modern-
ization process. However, Scheinberg believes that there is some room
to redirect the later process:

The strategies for creating or supporting informal sector enterprises probably
need to incorporate a service element into what has likely been a purely com-
modity-based income stream, with a resulting need to cultivate a service con-
stituency with some degree of willingness to pay. . . . Examples [include] the
community organizations, which become involved in collecting from under-
served areas, [and] are developing both a service and a materials value com-
ponent. (Scheinberg 1997)

Scheinberg concludes that at the policy level, there is a general need
for more sophisticated tools for impact analysis of the effects of mod-
ernization and privatization on the existing waste infrastructure, both
formal and informal, and on the institutions needed to provide sustain-
able services to poor or underserved constituencies. To deal with these
potential risks, Scheinberg suggests the following approaches may be
most politically feasible:

Attempts to support the informal waste sector are most sustainable when
there are clear links to the formal municipal planning and modernization pro-
cesses, both at the local government level and in the planning work of donors,
so that (for example) support for marketability of a particular materials
stream is not rendered irrelevant by denial of access to those materials

1 We underscore that corporations have multiple needs, despite the primacy of profit.
Political goals and many other inter- and intraorganizational dynamics often displace,
compete with, or complement the drive for profit. For a review see Dimaggio and Powell
1991.
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through the introduction of compactors or restricted access to a “modern”
landfill. (Scheinberg 1997)

To some extent, she suggests that the dead ends awaiting most com-
munity-based recycling programs may be avoided if their “access” to
materials is maintained by local governments. Our view is that with the
growth of a “modern” waste management system and especially a mod-
ern recycling industry, community-based recycling programs lack the
power to achieve such access. This results, in large part, because mod-
ern waste management organizations simply lack the economic incen-
tive to offer such access. They possess the political power to sustain
their own operations at the expense of community-based or “informal”
sector operations. We now turn to these issues more directly.

Critical Social Science: Power, Education, Community,
and Politics

Both our analysis and Scheinberg’s suggest that progressive attempts to
implement recycling must be understood as intimately linked with much
larger decisions about waste streams. As the blue bag example made
clear, decisions that were specific to recycling were also made within
much larger decision frameworks about how to create a viable solid
waste management operation in the city of Chicago. For us, the central
question is: Under what conditions can communities manage their
waste streams in a fashion that embodies the three Es of sustainable
community development?

Although it is customary in academic books, we will not propose here
any glib answers to this difficult question. We will, however, offer a few
good places to start thinking about this question. In particular, we be-
lieve that three issues have shaped our analysis. Paying attention to
these issues is, at the very least, a reasonable point of departure in vi-
sions of potential contexts for achieving sustainable community devel-
opment within a globalizing treadmill of production. The four issues
are: (1) the role of social movements, (2) the role of management train-
ing, (3) the tensions between labor and the environment, and (4) the
need for shadow pricing.2 In the rest of this chapter we address these
themes, paying attention to what they tell us more generally about
waste streams and sustainable community development.

2 “Shadow pricing” is the term given to those accounting practices that attempt to
reflect the “true” cost or actual benefits embodied in the production and delivery of a
good or service. So for example, while the price of a gallon of gasoline may be $1.50, if
“shadow pricing” were employed, this figure would be much greater, to include the social
and environmental costs of petroleum extraction, refining, and distribution.
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Power: Environmental Movements, Recycling, and
Sustainable Communities

Social movements played a major role in the emergence of recycling in
the United States. This is especially true in the case of the Uptown Re-
cycling and the Resource Centers, but it is also true in Maywood, Chi-
cago, and Evanston. In each of these cases, these social movements were
later overwhelmed by dominant economic players. Social movement or-
ganizations, in other words, had very little power to maintain existing
progressive programs or to challenge regressive ones. Their power lay
more in raising issues than in implementing new production policies (cf.
Shuman 1998).

We should remember that modern waste recycling arose from efforts
by progressive community groups in the 1960s to discover ways in
which society could be environmentally responsible and still address eq-
uity issues. Thus, the Resource Center and Uptown Recycling emerged
directly from social movement activity, and their leaders identified
themselves as part of the ecological movement. They continued to oper-
ate largely as social movement organizations. Their mission was to
bring about political and social change through the practice of recy-
cling. However, despite their unusual ability to construct and operate
smaller-scale recycling businesses, even these groups were not powerful
enough to stave off the crippling impact of the blue bag program. In
Uptown Recycling’s case, this incapacity was fatal. In the case of the
Resource Center, the result was the city’s near total retreat from curb-
side recycling into entirely different types of environmental services.

The absence of enduringly powerful social movements in these cases
denotes two shortcomings about modern environmental movements
(Gould, Weinberg, and Schnaiberg 1993). First, despite the rhetoric of
sustainable community development, most well-funded environmental
organizations remain focused on more narrowly defined environmental
issues such as wilderness preservation and natural resource protection.
They tend to be far removed from the daily concerns of urban popula-
tions. Clearly this is not true of the legions of citizen-worker groups
focusing on environmental justice (Bullard 1990, 1994; Bryant and
Mohai 1992; Szasz 1994). In Chicago, however, environmental groups
with resources were not the small-scale environmental justice organiza-
tions. Rather, they were the larger mainstream groups, such as the Si-
erra Club, the Audubon Society, and the Lake Michigan Federation. As
their names indicate, these groups have little interest in directly operat-
ing alternative social and economic production systems, such as urban
recycling.
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This does not mean that mainstream environmental groups did not or
do not support recycling. Many of the larger organizations have been
active, or at least have offered vocal support, in the early phases of
recycling. Thus, they were very important in pushing for municipally
based recycling programs. These groups have also been active around
regulatory issues such as mandatory recycling laws. Such policies in-
duced communities to capture a certain percentage of the waste stream
and induced firms to use a minimum percentage of recycled materials in
their production processes. Mainstream national environmental groups
such as the Environmental Defense Fund and the Natural Resources
Defense Council have also supported efforts to require governments to
purchase recycled materials.

We generally applaud the efforts by the mainstream environmental
organizations to support recycling, but note that too many of their em-
phases has fallen prey to the “more is better” ideology. Of course, all
else being equal, more is better. However, “all else” is in fact never
equal, particularly when powerful interests are at stake. Mainstream
environmental groups have missed the boat when it comes to pushing
for certain types of recycling systems while being critical of others. In-
stead, they have largely pushed recycling of any kind, and at any cost.
Our view of this tendency is that environmental groups have too often
paid attention to the quantitative dimensions of recycling programs to
the exclusion of the qualitative dimensions; they ask questions like
“How much?” rather than “Under what conditions?”

This is not true of all environmental groups, which brings us to the
second weakness of the environmental movement. When environmental
organizations have attempted to exert pressure on shaping the process
of the qualitative dimensions of recycling programs, they usually have
been locked out. Here the best case is Chicago itself. Long before the
blue bag system went on-line, three efforts among social movement
groups had emerged. The Westsiders for a Safe and Toxic-Free Environ-
ment (WASTE), the Chicago Recycling Coalition, and Citizens for a
Better Environment led the successful effort to shut down the North-
west Incinerator. This facility was owned by a Waste Management sub-
sidiary, Wheelabrator Technologies. While the environmental movement
was successful in closing down the incinerator, it was unsuccessful at
promoting a progressive alternative. Waste Management quickly recov-
ered from its defeat to develop the regressive blue bag recycling system
(a pyrrhic victory for Waste Management, since the Chicago MRRFs
have not proven to be a profit center for them).

The second social movement action was the attempt by the Resource
Center and Uptown Recycling to enter the bidding process for the city’s
Request for Proposals in its search for a new recycling system. Their
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attempt was stymied as the city focused only on large private corpora-
tions and simply ignored the proposals by smaller nonprofit organiza-
tions. Social movement actors were simply barred from the beginning of
this process.

At this point, the third effort emerged. This action was led by the
Chicago Recycling Coalition and Citizens for a Better Environment. For
many months before the blue bag program went on-line, they launched
a major media campaign to discredit the program’s environmental
promises. The two main objections they raised were the projected
higher costs of running the blue bag system versus a source-separated
approach, and the anticipated high levels of material contamination
(due to recyclables being mixed in with municipal solid waste). This
framing of the problem struck a resonant chord with many taxpayers,
but it was not enough to turn the tide of support from the Daley
administration.

The solid waste recycling campaigns of these environmental move-
ment organizations were plagued with problems, particularly the lack of
funding from the philanthropic community. Additionally, there was no
critical mass of Chicago residents associated with these organizations
that could have facilitated their mobilization into an enduring political
force. Environmental movement groups involved in recycling politics
were thus neither powerful enough to sustain existing community-based
recycling organizations nor able to prevent corporate-centered pro-
grams from taking hold.

Finally, the environmental community has been misled and co-opted
by groups such as Keep Evanston Beautiful. These organizations claim
to represent environmental causes. In the end, they reduce the impetus
for mainstream groups to pay attention to the details of solid waste
because it appears that somebody is already playing a watchdog role.
But Keep Evanston Beautiful, Incorporated, is an organization partly
funded by a larger national parent organization, Keep America Beauti-
ful, Incorporated. Their primary mission is not to make communities
more ecologically balanced, but to find ways to permit and expand the
production of disposable containers for the packaging and bottling in-
dustries. Keep America Beautiful is best understood as a trade organiza-
tion representing a variety of corporate stakeholders.3

3 Rather, these KEB campaigns were both designed to find ways to reduce the negative
social reactions to producers of disposable containers—initially by getting containers “out
of sight” and later by getting them “out of landfills.” The latter role seems somewhat
compatible with “closing the loop” and getting container manufacturers to take some
responsibility for the wastes their disposable products generate—a kind of life-cycle pro-
duction approach consistent with ecological modernization. But unlike firms that directly
collect their disposed-of products, container manufacturers require municipalities to pay
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In part because of the absence of other careful monitors of solid
wastes and recycling programs, we think environmental movements
might have to play a larger role in the development of recycling policies
and programs in U.S. cities. In previous work, we argued that social
movements might be more successful were they to act as “canaries in
the mines” (Gould, Schnaiberg, and Weinberg 1996). They are the only
social force capable of keeping both industry and the state honest and
accountable.

Any sustainable community development endeavor will confront in-
stitutional actors who possess narrow market interests. Such actors will
constantly try to reshape programs to maximize their own narrow inter-
ests. A strong environmental movement presence may be the best way
to prevent or at least minimize this pattern. For this to happen, how-
ever, environmental groups will have to pay closer attention to the qual-
itative dimensions of recycling programs. In the case of recycling, the
evaluation process will have to be more inclusive than simply “tons of
wastes diverted from landfills.” Market actors will, of course, almost
certainly contest these expanded efforts of movement organizations.

Education: Decreasing the Homogeneity and Linearity of
Management Ideologies

Achieving and practicing sustainable community development requires
that managers learn to think in a different way. The concept of sus-
tainable community development is premised on developing projects
that integrate the three Es: equity, environment, and economy. Mostly,
though, we train people to think in a linear fashion that focuses on only
one problem (one E), using a single technique to locate a solution, and
then implementing a solution through an organizational structure.
Within the treadmill, most actors are trained to concentrate on the eco-
nomic dimensions of a project. This problem is associated with the cur-
riculums found in our nation’s universities. Commenting on economics
and master of business administration (MBA) programs in universities,
Michael Shuman (1998:189) states:

The transformation of business schools and university economics departments
is another imperative. These institutions now celebrate personal profit over
community service. Lewis Mumford once observed that industrial society

for the collection and sorting costs. Thus they allow municipalities to absorb the uncer-
tainties of the marketplace because the prices firms pay to recycling centers for recyclables
vary. In contrast, European producers of disposable containers collect their own con-
tainers and recycle or reuse them.
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transformed all seven deadly sins except sloth into a positive virtue. Greed,
avarice, envy, gluttony, luxury, and pride are the driving forces of the new
economy. A startling study at Cornell University found that graduate students
in economics, when given an opportunity to contribute to charity, donated
less than half what other graduate students did. Their charitable impulse actu-
ally declined as they logged more years of training.

We do not want to equate “charity” with sustainable community de-
velopment. Instead, we want to note two ways that the treadmill of
production becomes institutionalized as ideology through education sys-
tems. First, most people are trained to view social, political, and envi-
ronmental problems in narrow economic terms. They believe that if the
treadmill can be sped up just a little bit more, then society can better
address its problems or they will simply disappear.

Second, even when we train people in environmental issues, we adopt
a similar unilinear style that revolves around science, technology, and
large firms. Each of the authors has watched several universities develop
environmental science programs at the undergraduate and graduate
level. Unfortunately, these programs focus mostly on ecological pro-
cesses and pay little or no attention to the social, economic, or political
contexts in which such processes are embedded. Thus, all of us teach at
universities where the environmental science program majors learn next
to nothing about globalizing markets or political processes.

Such narrow environmental thinking is apparent in the nonresponse
of environmental activists to the loss of local scrap and waste dealers
brought about by the onset of new recycling programs. Traditionally,
scrap and waste material dealers were primarily driven by economic
and not ecological concerns. They wanted to exchange scrap wastes for
moderate profits. Yet, as we noted in chapter 1, scrap businesses were
often dominated by particular ethnic groups and concentrated in partic-
ular urban neighborhoods. They were family run and often incorpo-
rated multiple family workers.4 Scrap businesses continue to operate to-
day, especially in the old manufacturing districts of large U.S. cities, as
well as in some smaller communities. But, in a painful paradox, they
have often been displaced by the new recycling industry.

As we noted in chapters 1 and 3, modern recycling was first imple-
mented in the early phases of the 1960s environmental renaissance. In
numerous cities and towns, local environmental groups established vol-

4 Ethnic and class ties of these families helped facilitate the collection and sale of these
waste materials. Jews who had often suffered downward mobility in the migration from
eastern Europe to the United States, were especially involved as ethnic middlemen in this
business, for example. They often relied on coethnics with lower-class positions as sup-
pliers of waste or even as local workers. And they often sold their materials to coethnic
small entrepreneurs involved in manufacturing activities.
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untary drop-off centers for “disposable” products—especially alumi-
num cans, glass bottles, and bundled newsprint. They intended to trans-
form these materials from their characteristic state as low use-value
wastes into high use-value by collecting and transporting them from
scattered consumers and selling them to local scrap dealers.

Although such scrap-waste materials had often been transported di-
rectly to local manufacturers, the changing scale of industry and the
mechanization of manufacturing had often displaced many small urban
manufacturers. Environmental movement activists felt that their task
was completed when they diverted wastes from incinerators and land-
fills and turned them over to “someone” who had some use for them. It
was the physical transformation (i.e., the remanufacturing) that was at
the heart of this ecological program—and it did not matter where the
remanufacturing was being done (or really, even if it were being done).
In other words, environmentalists were trained to narrowly pay atten-
tion to ecological values, which were met when materials were diverted
from landfills into recycling centers.

The displacement of local scrap dealers by new municipal recycling
programs created a leakage in the social equity dimension of recycling
as a form of sustainable community development. Local scrap dealers
became “outmoded” in the new recycling programs largely because the
volume of recyclable materials grew beyond what these small-scale
dealers could handle. At that point, for example in Evanston, one local
dealer (Valley Scrap) appealed to the city to provide him with funds to
purchase new equipment to help process the higher volumes and new
materials. Instead, the city decided—for a period of five or six years at
least—that it could achieve more by establishing its own local MRF
program. But the ultimate unsustainability of this decision was clearer
when Evanston recently privatized its program. The scrap dealer had
survived for many years by offering buyback and reuse services (much
as the community organizations in chapter 3 had done)—sorting scrap
for usable parts as well as sorting and bundling larger recyclable vol-
umes. He had established local networks and hired local workers.

By failing to use the expertise and local commitment of its own scrap
dealers, Evanston entered into a national market in which its director
was only partly skilled (cf. Pellow, Weinberg, and Schnaiberg 1995).
The new recycler, Groot, has no local commitments and will likely treat
the program as only a market transaction, perhaps abandoning it after
their five-year contract is up. In contrast, the previous scrap company
had been in Evanston for over thirty years and had roots and commit-
ments to local institutions. Ironically, then, the “success” of recycling
programs has meant the demise of many scrap dealers in larger commu-
nities, even though they could have been part of a local industry. This
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too is part of the “consolidation” or “rationalization” of the recycling
industry noted in chapter 1.

Achieving sustainable community development requires more system-
atic linkages between inputs and outputs, between economic and eco-
logical gains, and between organizational units and logics. Most Ameri-
can managers are trained to think in a unilinear, causal manner that
makes sustainable community development seem odd and threatening.

The new managerial science and management business programs
have all supported management by technique. Thus, they produce a
cadre of managers who apply rigid techniques to all problems. Man-
agers have neither the analytic skills to think about interconnections
among the three Es nor the humility to struggle to reconcile competing
needs. (And, as noted above, the structural arrangement whereby re-
mote stockholders seek maximum returns on their share reinforces this
style.) Most problematic are economics departments and MBA pro-
grams that produce managers with the inability to recognize that the
techniques are rooted in narrow laissez-faire ideologies and that these
are hostile to environmental sustainability and social equity. A bright
economics major once commented about our course on sustainable
community development that “this course is really neat. I never thought
much about the practical or ethical issues. We just learn technique.”
When we pointed out that the technique he had been taught had little to
say about sustainable community development, the student replied, “I
guess you are right. I just assumed the technique was good for any-
thing.” This is a troublesome statement for a liberal arts major who is
likely to become a manager of an American firm.

The call of sustainable development is for a form of management that
comes close to classic pragmatic forms of logic. Pragmatism presup-
poses a process of continual reflection on its own methods, theories,
and standards of evaluation (for review see Anderson 1990; Selznick
1992). At the very least, pragmatic management entails

1. recognizing business problems as paradoxes that need manag-
ing, not solving. Since organizations are always trying to achieve mul-
tiple goals, any decision will move us forward in some ways and
backward in other ways; rules should be treated as working hypoth-
eses to be refined based on experience. Since managers are trying to
meet paradoxical goals, they also need to continually reflect on their
practice and change the rules (Anderson 1990). No decision or prac-
tice is anything more than temporary; and

2. employing moral and rational approaches to decision making
through reason. By reason, we mean a form of decision making where



F I N A L  N O T E S  A N D  T H O U G H T S 187

ends and means are reconciled through humility, evidence, and dia-
logue (Pellow, Weinberg, and Schnaiberg 1995; see also Selznick
1992). This stands in stark contrast to “rationality,” which identifies
a problem, uses an established technique to locate the appropriate
decision, and uses organizational structure to implement the solution,
thereby solving the problem. (Selznick 1992)

These issues are clearly demonstrated by juxtaposing the Evanston/
PIC project with the blue bag program. The Evanston facility was de-
signed to be profitable, but also to achieve a difficult social goal of
reintegrating marginalized young adults into the workforce. In return
for a hard days’ work, the organization trained the employees and
linked them to jobs with good career ladders. Because the profit mar-
gins in the recycling industry are small, this was a formidable task.
Nancy Burhop and Herman Jackson found themselves caught in two
binds. First, they needed to run an efficient production process but were
permitted to hire only a group of workers who lacked the skills required
by private-sector firms with high productivity standards. Second, they
had to focus simultaneously on economic and social goals.

Burhop and Jackson recognized the tension between these two goals
and learned to live with the paradoxes. In interviews with them, we
raised questions about a few of these paradoxes. Some were noticeable,
like the disparity between needing to produce a steady volume of prod-
uct and closing the recycling lines for a half day every week to do job
skills training. Other paradoxes were more subtle. At one point, we
were talking to Nancy Burhop as she simultaneously put a Band-aid on
a worker’s finger, weighed a truck, and read faxes on changing market
prices for items so she could decide which items the workers should sort
that day.

When we pointed out these dynamics, both Burhop and Jackson
would smile and laugh. They did not intend to try to solve the para-
doxes. They had learned to live with these contrasting goals. They drew
on humility and humor. Jackson once explained that somebody trying
to run this type of program had to “get beyond” conventional ways of
thinking. He or she had to be reflective and creative, always looking for
places of synergy while also developing the capacity to reflect on places
where synergy was not occurring and develop management styles that
could move back and forth between goals (Pellow, Weinberg, and
Schnaiberg 1995).

All of this stands in contrast to the blue bag program, which was run
by people who were always looking for definitive and permanent re-
sults. They dealt with a similar disjuncture between poor worker quality



188 C H A P T E R  E I G H T

and wages by setting up a dummy corporation (REM) that initially
made workers part-time, thus allowing the company to drive wages
down. When workers had grievances, they brought in a security team to
control and monitor the employees. When methane gas fires erupted at
the facilities, management gave workers fire extinguishers. Over and
over again, they failed to recognize the inherent contradictions or con-
nections between problems. They operated on a corporate-centered
managerial style that sought quick and permanent solutions to common
problems.

One way of thinking about this is to argue that sustainable commu-
nity development requires getting past ideologies that force us to ap-
proach issues as if we are searching for fixed solutions to enduring
problems. Sustainable community development requires an understand-
ing of the goals of the three Es in an ongoing tension with each other,
and an acknowledgment that the tension can be reduced (not elimi-
nated) only through continuous and reflective innovation. Selznick
(1992:58) writes that this is a “[continuous] change within a framework
of limited alternatives and necessary trade-offs.” This type of thinking
will simply not come about through an education system that teaches a
narrow way of viewing and addressing social problems. The unilinear
model of problem identification, technique application to locate a solu-
tion, and the use of organizational structure to implement the solution
will simply not work any longer.

The President’s Council on Sustainable Development noted in a re-
port on the educational system that sustainable development “should
not be taught as an ideology or as a goal, but rather as an ongoing
process: not as a set of irrevocable answers, but as a way of continually
asking better questions” (PCSD 1994:5). This type of thinking is un-
likely to take hold in our educational system as it currently operates.
Economics departments teach mostly laissez-faire theories, while envi-
ronmental science programs focus on a narrowly defined natural science
approach to environmental issues. The result is that students are in-
stilled with the belief that all environmental problems have a technical
solution that requires fiscal tinkering or chemical engineering.

One obvious response to this critique is that social and environmental
advocacy groups need to work with large firms to develop the technolo-
gies that solve the problem. After one of the authors made a presenta-
tion on the blue bag program at a university, an environmental science
professor commented that increased federal funding for research could
develop technologies capable of making the dirty MRFs (like the blue
bag) run more effectively. This statement misses the point entirely be-
cause it ignores the resulting political and economic impacts of the
treadmill.
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Whose Community? Labor and Recycling

Exploring sustainable community development also requires paying at-
tention to the interface between labor and environmental protection.
This is particularly important given that despite their rhetoric, green
industries are not necessarily labor-friendly (Pellow 1998a, b). The Chi-
cago blue bag program makes this case abundantly clear. Reconciling
the labor (or equity) problem with environmental agendas will require
new thinking and strong political coalitions. In particular, we need to
better understand and work toward ties between the environmental and
labor movements in the United States and abroad (Dreiling 1998; Gott-
lieb 1993; Levenstein and Wooding 1997; Wooding and Levenstein
1999).

Our understanding of this issue is straightforward. As we have ar-
gued, in the current political economy conflicts and struggles over
scarce resources are endemic and systemic. Our image of workers labor-
ing within a treadmill of production allows us to understand that pro-
posals by environmentalists to enact purportedly environmentally be-
nign practices such as recycling are likely to be undermined by the
private sector’s interests in business as usual. “Business as usual” in this
instance means that recycling’s environmental and social goals are likely
to be subsumed by producers’ economic motives, resulting in nondistrib-
utive outcomes (Stretton 1976; Lowi 1972). These outcomes often in-
clude maintaining secondary labor market jobs that are racially-distinct
and characterized by unsafe occupational environments. Chicago’s re-
cycling workforce, particularly in the early years of the MRRFs, was a
good example. We have generally found the MRFs we visited in nu-
merous states staffed by marginalized social groups (the desperately
poor, minorities, the mentally challenged, and prisoners) working in
fairly depressing conditions.

But the assertion that recycling is “environmentally benign” often
permits environmentalists to get off the hook without interrogating the
particular means and motives of recycling organizations. Workers and
environmentalists both desire cleaner local ecosystems. Workers and
producers also generally support sustained economic growth. However,
most environmentalists and producers have little sustained interest in
the eradication of workplace hazards, or in the redistribution of wealth
and political power. Simply put, these equity (or social) issues are not
high on their agendas.

Interests of workers and environmentalists are thus often marked by
cleavages that tend to disadvantage both groups vis-à-vis capital-
owning interests. More often than not, workers and environmentalists
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fail to collaborate. As a result, they approach ecological issues from the
producer’s perspective by default. Environmentalists agree to promote
“market-based incentives” and “voluntary initiatives” to achieve “pol-
lution prevention”—methods that essentially allow producers to pollute
as long as they are willing to pay for it. These cleavages have made it
nearly impossible to achieve sustained collaboration between environ-
mental and labor movement organizations. Some important exceptions
include the coalition that organized against the North American Free
Trade Agreement (Dreiling 1998) and campaigns to improve health and
safety in the oil, chemical, and electronics industries (Gottlieb 1993).
However, largely because of the continued concentration of wealth and
political power in the hands of a small number of corporations world-
wide, both the environmental and labor movements have declined in
strength and influence during the last decade.

For their part, workers are confronting several major dilemmas that
may present barriers to effective collaboration with environmentalists.
These include threats to occupational safety, wage declines, increases in
work hours, and growing under/unemployment. However, most schol-
ars and the media have paid attention only to the last issue (Rifkin
1995; Wilson 1996). Unfortunately, the focus on rising under- and
unemployment has often been used primarily to promote policies that
call for still further corporate-centered approaches to create economic
growth. These claims are made despite considerable evidence that cor-
porate-centered development is the engine driving structural unemploy-
ment (Rifkin 1995; Schnaiberg and Gould 1994). Ironically, as we com-
plete this book in an era of “economic growth” and reduction of formal
unemployment levels, only a few analysts (e.g., Longworth 1998) point
to the continuing rise of the working poor, along with the decline in
welfare benefits, in the United States.

The problem of increasing occupational safety and health hazards has
been all but neglected by policy makers in recent years. One reason for
this omission is that, unlike the recognition of rising underemployment,
the acknowledgment of the growing dangers to workers might directly
challenge the corporate-centered development agenda. As long as policy
makers and politicians are convinced that unemployment can be re-
medied by increased investment in the private sector, occupational
safety problem will remain both unsolved and unchallenged. To admit
that the jobs that remain increasingly injure and kill citizen-workers
would constitute a threat to current political-economic structures.

How does it happen that the safety and health of U.S. workers re-
mains a nonissue? Political scientists Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz
provided us with the tools to answer this question over three decades
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ago.5 In two influential articles they argued that “to the extent that a
person or group . . . creates or reinforces barriers to the public airing
of policy conflicts, that person or group has power” (Bachrach and
Baratz 1962, 1963; Schattschneider). There is no reason to assume that
only the most visible decisions or activities in powerful arenas are the
most important ones.

We can briefly explore this dynamic in the case of recycling. The his-
tory of recycling is one of different stakeholder groups vying for domi-
nance and voice. The institutionalization of a social movement’s goals
has, paradoxically, become a victory for large-scale private industry. Re-
cycling’s history is therefore complex and multilayered. There are four
principal reasons why the plight of worker-stakeholders remains “orga-
nized out” of the discourse on recycling.

First, as noted above, the majority of environmental organizations–
stakeholders wholeheartedly support recycling and have done so for
years. They have been so focused on the environmental agenda that
they have failed to even ask questions about equity and labor conditions.

Second, work hazards are invisible to people with the means to
change them. They are, in common with a great deal of “dirty work” in
this society (Hughes 1971), “out of sight, out of mind” (Szasz 1994).
The socially visible face of recycling is the local collection of postcon-
sumer wastes. The MRFs where the collected wastes are sorted are only
partly visible. The MRF may be visible from the street; the huge stacks
of paper or cans may even make people feel good. However, the “dirty”
work of sorting and discarding takes place inside, a place entirely un-
known to most people. Ironically, one of Chicago’s major reforms of
their solid waste operations was to enclose the four new MRRFs, thus
removing waste and recycling operations from public view. The ostens-
ible goal was to remove these activities as “public nuisances” (interview
with a former official of Chicago, May 1999).

The third factor rendering workers unseen and unheard is the general
socioeconomic malaise that has always plagued communities of color
and poor communities. The benefits of the “information age” are cer-
tainly by-passing that segment of the population that Schwarz and
Volgy (1992) call the forgotten americans—the growing ranks of the
working poor. Structural poverty haunts more and more people who
live in communities that engage in the “race to the bottom” in order
attract private investment of any sort (Harrison 1994). As corporations

5 Of course many other social scientists have also expounded on this point. However, it
should not be lost that social scientists have long recognized and publicized these
problems.
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are dismantled and restructured, a similar process occurs in the commu-
nities where these industries are located: it is unlikely that recycling
firms which bring with them the possibility of new jobs will be turned
away. This may be particularly so because of recycling’s public image as
a clean process. Moreover, since many communities in dire economic
straights have welcomed incinerators, landfills, and hazardous waste
management facilities (Gould 1991; Gould, Schnaiberg, and Weinberg
1996; Schwab 1994), recycling facilities might seem highly desirable by
comparison.

The fourth and final factor creating bias against illuminating the dan-
gers of the recycling occupational environment has been the general po-
litical effort to pit economic growth against environmental protection
(Kazis and Grossman 1982). Ronald Reagan’s administration (1981–
89) acted to thwart proposed environmental legislation and undermine
existing regulations. Since then, political leaders have increasingly found
it more expedient to support the “growth machine” (Logan and Mo-
lotch 1987) than to propose reforming the treadmill of production. Re-
cycling represents a win-win case for political and private sector elite
stakeholders because in fact, it fails to slow down the treadmill of pro-
duction (Schnaiberg 1992a, b) and it satisfies the demands of consumers
and environmentalists. Recycling has a “multistakeholder” quality be-
cause several interest groups simultaneously have pushed for its adop-
tion nationwide. Given this constellation of interests, for anyone to
acknowledge recycling’s occupational dangers would be to raise the
threatening specter of “jobs versus the environment.”

In Chicago, these dynamics were played out as the environmental
movement pushed for a recycling system that would make progress to-
ward addressing the jobs-versus-environment dilemma. Unfortunately,
these groups had little control over the city and Waste Management’s
decision-making process. Even when the occupational health dangers of
the blue bag system made headlines, environmentalists were often more
concerned with low recycling rates. And, finally, the traditional labor
movement was a nonentity in the later stages of this process.

Politics: The Need for Shadow Pricing

The history of recycling has been shaped by poor accounting methods
that mask the real value of the practice from municipal officials. The
best example is the Evanston/PIC program, which was abolished be-
cause it did not “pay for itself.” The outlays for picking up the recycl-
ables (labor, trucks, bins) and operating the MRF (labor, capital, elec-
tricity, etc.) were not covered by the sale of the recovered materials to
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remanufacturing firms. From a strictly economic accounting this may be
true. However, the true costs were certainly very different. From this
true-costs perspective, the PIC program was a state-of-the-art job re-
training program that saved the city money in many respects. First, it
reduced crime (by placing young adults with prior offenses into a pro-
ductive context), thereby reducing law enforcement costs (including
court costs) as well as property damage. Second, parents and family
members reentered the workforce, which likely reduced social stress and
resulting social problems (child abuse, spousal abuse, drug and alcohol
abuse). And all of these were socially and economically costly to treat
and prevent. Third, the trainees earned a wage and later went on to
higher-paying jobs. They brought money into the community, creating
positive secondary effects in local stores, banks, home improvements
and so forth. From our estimate, it is quite likely that the total revenue
(the revenue saved from other expenditures and the secondary benefits)
did exceed the direct costs of the PIC recycling program.

In the practice of public administration, the type of accounting we
used above is referred to as “shadow pricing” (Schnaiberg 1980: chaps.
6–7). Many public administration theorists argue that a great number
of social programs do make financial sense if the accounting is done
correctly. Governments should in effect make transfer payments across
different agencies when one agency’s programs simultaneously serve
those of other agencies. In other words, a government’s budget is en-
hanced when the savings that one branch realizes for another branch
are actually counted in the first branch. In waste recycling practices, the
obvious first component of this accounting is the saving of “tipping
fees” by the diversion of solid waste from landfills: this should also
reduce property taxes because tipping fees are tied to them But beyond
this, the ecological costs of landfills and incinerators are also reduced by
recycling programs. And if the third E—social equity—is also present,
recycling opens up job opportunities for impoverished and low-skilled
residents.

The idea of shadow pricing is a localized version of a much louder
cry for “green” accounting, green fees, social accounting, and a range of
related ideas proposed by sustainable development advocates. The gen-
eral call is for a shift in accounting practices, wherein all the benefits
and costs of current production and consumption activities are factored
in, especially the socially and environmentally damaging by-products of
these activities (Geithman 1997; Daly 1996a; Hawken 1993). Geithman
uses the example of a coal-fired power-generating station. The station
produces both kilowatt-hours of electricity and tons of air polluting
particulates. For economic rationality to work, the benefits from the
electricity generation and the damage of the atmospheric emissions
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must be measured and balanced. Thus in addition to labor, production,
and transportation costs usually incorporated in the price of electricity,
the sulfur oxides contained in the pollution could cause crop losses,
automobile damage, visibility loss, respiratory problems, and so forth
(Geithman 1997: chap. 4).

Under green or true cost accounting, these other costs would be fac-
tored into the price of electricity. To a very limited extent, proposals for
trading of “emission credits”—where global warming gas producers
such as utilities can buy “surplus emission savings” of more efficient
producers—operate on this principle. Unfortunately, though, this may
further undermine sustainable community development, as the commu-
nity being excessively polluted does not gain any compensation in this
process.

In a sense, the city of Chicago also used shadow pricing for several
years through its “diversion credit” program. By paying the Resource
Center and Uptown Recycling for every ton of waste diverted from the
landfill, they recognized that by diverting waste from landfill burial, the
nonprofits were saving the city money. Apart from saving landfilling
costs, the nonprofits were also preserving more of the state’s ecosys-
tems—which are not priced in market values. The diversion credit the
nonprofit centers received was not a subsidy. Rather, it was a fair ex-
change and payment for services rendered. Payment was made for sav-
ing the tipping fees (for landfilling) and preserving natural resources.

However, the City of Chicago later abandoned this practice, and the
city of Evanston never even started a similar process. A number of
things restrain cities from practicing shadow pricing. First, local munici-
pal governments are not set up to carry out shadow pricing. Divisions
are arranged, operated, and evaluated based only on their own budgets.
Thus, Solid Waste Management is evaluated based on its own budget,
regardless of the savings accruing to another division. Therefore there is
no incentive for personnel to spend the time and resources to set up a
shadow pricing system. This indicates a deeper problem as well, one that
reveals that different divisions, branches, and agencies of government
have little reason to cooperate if there are few rewards for doing so.

This lack of coordination is exacerbated by the overall structure of
government itself. Many of the real benefits are not borne directly at the
local level. For example: if the PIC program kept six people a year out
of prison, it would be saving an estimated $180,000 (at $30,000 per
year to house a single individual in the prison system).6 However, these

6 This is a low figure. One would also have to factor in loss of income and the loss of
future income, since somebody is less employable after he or she comes out of prison. If
that person is a parent, there are other costs to be borne as well.
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savings would accrue to the state, not to the city of Evanston. Again,
there is little incentive for the city to run a program that saves the state
money. This is similar to the emissions trading scheme we noted above.

Finally, as we noted in chapter 7, neither the state nor the private
sector is oriented to think beyond the short term or beyond simple
causal relationships. Thus, shadow pricing is an atypical way of concep-
tualizing programs and problems and is unlikely to emerge from the
current organizational morass of the state.

As a result, we have the problem of power, community, and politics
coming together to create a series of roadblocks for sustainable commu-
nity development. The long and contentious history of waste trade re-
veals that these struggles are ongoing in all aspects of recycling and
solid waste management (Pellow [forthcoming]). Despite resistances by
industry and the state noted above, governments working with social
movements have sometimes been somewhat successful at implementing
progressive social, environmental, and economic policies in some of this
nation’s largest cities. For example, under the mayoral administrations
of Ray Flynn, Bernie Sanders, and Harold Washington, the cities of
Boston, Burlington, and Chicago implemented policies aimed at circu-
lating resources within the community. They made significant efforts to
stem the tide of deindustrialization and corporate-centered growth
in ways that minimize social, economic, and environmental damages
(Clavel and Kleniewski 1990).

These cities all had strong social movement infrastructures. The abil-
ity of social movements to achieve such successes hinges on their own
internal organization of resources and the existence of a window in the
political and economic opportunity structures. If neither or only one of
these factors is operating, then social movement organizations will con-
front an uphill battle.

The Economic Geography of Waste: Generalizing
beyond Chicago and beyond Recycling

Given the analysis presented, we can anticipate that recycling is likely to
emerge in places where the costs to municipalities of continuing with
conventional disposal systems is high (due to the rising costs of trans-
portation and tipping fees). These costs, however, are likely to be driven
by politics. Communities across the United States are increasingly voic-
ing strong opposition to the transport of garbage and other wastes
through their neighborhoods and to the siting of waste facilities. In the
Midwest this does not really pose a problem. There is still a fair amount
of open space. It is a more explosive problem on the East Coast.
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For example, New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani’s administra-
tion has been embroiled in a series of controversies over a proposed
garbage plan. The present arrangement is not sustainable because the
available landfill space is rapidly declining and the city is producing
more garbage than ever. The mayor has made several efforts to convince
other states like New Jersey and West Virginia to accept the city’s waste,
creating a major interstate controversy over politics, culture, and gar-
bage. Thus, we can suppose that in circumstances where landfill space is
becoming scarcer and daily exports of “out-of-state” garbage begin to
increase, there will be conflicts. These in turn will place growing pres-
sures on local governments to embrace recycling as the economically
and politically “least expensive” means of dealing with waste.

Efforts to simply increase recycling, however, do not really portend
much about the future of sustainable community development. The
driving forces are not ecological, but political and economic. For exam-
ple, firms have not been motivated to change production practices to
reduce packaging and other waste. For their part, municipalities cannot
allow garbage to accumulate in the streets, as this would create immedi-
ate public health threats and would be tantamount to committing politi-
cal suicide.

Working together, firms and municipalities are likely to create high-
volume recycling systems. They are also likely to contract the system
out to large waste-hauling corporations, with the expectation that such
organizations can adeptly reduce the uncertainties associated with re-
cycling systems. Thus, we are likely to see more and more systems like
the dirty MRF blue bag program pioneered in Chicago, as table 8.1
indicates. This is more detailed version of the table offered in chapter 1.
The table reveals three major patterns. First, there is a steady growth in
recycling programs, recycling tonnage, and recycling capacity. Second,
recycling is largely organized around an increase in the number and
capacity of MRFs. And third, these MRFs are increasingly the dirty
MRFs (“mixed waste”), such as those associated with Chicago’s blue
bag program.

Lest our analysis be dismissed as specific only to recycling, consider
the political-economic struggle at a recent conference on climate change
and global warming in Kyoto, Japan. Controlling global warming is one
of the necessities for sustaining a production system, given the limited
absorptive capacity of the atmosphere for “greenhouse gases” such as
carbon dioxide. The following commentary about this conference was
published on an Internet service:

The global climate change negotiations are just one of the many arenas which
has been captured and is being controlled by the corporate sector. The culprits
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TABLE 8.1
Indicators of Growth in the Recycling Industry and Recycling Programs in the
United States, 1990–1996

1990 1995 1996

Number of MRFs NA 310 363

MRF capacity (in tons per day) NA 32,000 29,400

Number of mixed waste MRFs NA 34 58

Mixed waste MRF capacity (in tons per day) NA 20,000 34,800

Total MRF capacity
(MRF ` mixed waste MRF)
(in tons per day)

NA 52,000 64,200

Number of curbside recycling programs 2,700 7,375 8,817

Sources: USEPA. Characterization of Municipal Solid Waste in the United States, 1996
and 1997; and Carless 1992.

behind the imminent failure to deal with climate change in Kyoto are several
coalitions of extremely powerful and influential industries. These lobbies,
which include well-known oil, automotive, mining and chemical companies in
the United States, Europe, Australia and Japan, use a number of different
strategies in order to protect their climate-damaging profits. The boldest ef-
forts have been carried out in the United States, and have ranged from monu-
mental public misinformation campaigns based on bad science (for example
claims that global warming is an illusion, or that a warmer planet will not be
so bad, and even the creation of phony climate models) to the funding and
promotion of climate-change-skeptical scientists.

North American, Japanese, and European industry has made use of several
deceptive arguments in order to protect corporate interests. For example, ur-
gent warnings are made of economic disaster, massive unemployment, and
loss of competitiveness if climate commitments are accepted. Industry, more-
over, insists that developing countries also commit to binding agreements de-
spite the fact that developing countries emit only a fraction of global green-
house gases, and the historical burden for emissions rests on the industrialized
world. But at the same time, industry also hypocritically lobbies developing
countries to reject any environmental obligations that might hinder their de-
velopment. [Industry has also pressed for stronger reliance on] “voluntary
agreements” . . . “tradeable emissions permits” . . . and other technocratic
solutions. (EnviroLink, December 11, 1997)

Much the same pattern that exists in battles over global warming on
the international political stage can be found in local recycling pro-
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grams. This is no coincidence: the power and pressures of the corporate
world and their political agents are central to both these outcomes.

The impact of corporate power in the globalizing market is consider-
able. In addition to social and environmental threats, the power of the
nation-state has diminished. Ironically, though, the nation-state’s role in
facilitating globalization is greater (Schor 1999:172; Frank 1999:275).
States now provide larger outlays and more incentives, infrastructure,
subsidies, and legislative “relief” to the private sector than at any time
in history (Longworth 1998). The state’s other roles as mediator and as
provider of public services and security thus have been substantially
diminished. Likewise, communities and workers are becoming more dis-
empowered as corporate-centered policies appear to have become the
only game in town in most cities, as well as in many nations (but note
the variations given in Longworth 1998).

This is certainly true in recycling, where we are witnessing a steady
movement away from small-scale community-based centers toward
larger market-oriented municipal programs. As this is occurring, we are
also seeing a shift from clean to dirty MRFs. Again, table 8.1 outlines
these changes.

Our argument should not be read as one intrinsically opposed to
globalization or multinational firms. Rather, we are arguing that com-
munities need to make conscious choices about the forms of economic
activity they want, in terms of whether such activity will lead to desired
social and ecological outcomes. Just as firms have repositioned them-
selves in the globalizing treadmill, communities also need to reorient
themselves. Accordingly, we have used this concluding chapter to out-
line processes through which communities can begin this process of re-
orientation. We believe that sustainable community development will
only emerge in communities where there are

1. strong social movements that may be able to empower commu-
nities to take control and make choices;

2. more accurate social accounting techniques that facilitate com-
munities’ rational decision-making about alternative paths; and

3. shifts in education, so that both economic agents and commu-
nity residents will better understand what is entailed when commu-
nities “harness the power of the marketplace” for the common good.

In our case studies, there was a range of economic activity, types of
firms, and social outcomes. Waste Management and the blue bag pro-
gram did little for the city of Chicago. In contrast, Uptown Recycling,
PIC, the Resource Center, Bethel New Life, and Ersatz attempted to
create positive forms of economic activity in Evanston, Maywood, and
other Chicago-area communities. Generally, however, those forms of re-
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cycling were politically unsustainable. Thus, they were driven out of the
marketplace. Our overall argument in the last two chapters is that com-
munities need to better understand the dynamics of the new political
economy and to actively seek out those practices and organizations that
will provide economic, social, and ecological value to the community.
To this end the treadmill is a good analytic organizing concept and re-
cycling is a good case study, to chart possible paths to sustainable com-
munity development.

Final Reflections

Central to our reconstruction of the history of U.S. urban recycling pro-
grams has been the relationship between local political structures and
larger economic market structures. We examined how this was played
out in the creation and destruction of local recycling programs in the
Chicago area. We noted two shifts in the history of recycling. First,
there was a shift away from focusing on the use-value of waste toward
treating it as a commodity to be mined from the urban ore. Second,
there was also a shift away from waste retrieval as an activity engaged
in by marginalized social groups toward its control by large firms, many
of whom now operate in global markets. Ironically, such firms now
employ marginalized social groups as employees.

Our findings support other scholarship in documenting how such cor-
porate-centered policies privilege capital-owning interests over the com-
munity, its labor force, and local government. We have documented
how this process has actually produced little or no genuine advance
toward sustainable community development. Thus, the interplay be-
tween recycling’s economic and political dimensions underlies many
other urban policies as well. Recycling’s history and evolution were im-
pacted by the same U.S. economic and social policies that have affected
most urban communities, workers, consumers, and local governments.

The core intellectual question concerning sustainable community de-
velopment remains: What are the conditions or practices that will actu-
ally enhance the local economy of struggling communities, while also
rebuilding strong social systems and preserving the environment? In
short, how is it possible for communities to actually achieve a balance
among the three Es of economy, environment, and equity? This is a
difficult question. Using the contemporary history of recycling, we have
developed a theoretical understanding of the context from which sus-
tainable community development will have to emerge. We refer to this
as a political economy of sustainable community development.

Our analysis has been critical, in the theoretical sense. However, we
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should not be misunderstood. We believe deeply in the vision of sustain-
able community development. Each of us has been actively working to
move our communities and a variety of institutions in this direction. As
much as we are aware that the forces of resistance against sustainable
community development are formidable, the reader should also be re-
minded that the treadmill is not static, monolithic, or all-powerful. The
treadmill is a metaphor that allows us to arrange complex thoughts and
actions in a cogent fashion. While the stakeholders involved in the
treadmill’s operation and its economic, social, and ecological impacts
are real, they are capable of being challenged. Indeed, they are being
challenged in some form or fashion every day.

Likewise, despite our critical analysis of recycling in the United States
we should not be read as being “antirecycling.” We have come to re-
spect and admire many recycling operations. At the community-based
centers, we met impressive individuals fighting against considerable
odds to reach out to marginal people whom society would like to for-
get. Their perseverance was inspiring. Their responses to Chicago’s blue
bag program were creative and potentially significant to some groups in
their communities.7 Furthermore the advent of reuse programs at the
Resource Center was even more promising. Likewise, the Evanston/PIC
program and the recycling industrial parks were stumbles toward some
genuine forms of sustainable community development. Each of these
efforts was highly innovative and transformative in many ways.

Interestingly, as we finish this project, there is evidence of programs
around the country beginning to emulate these innovative Chicago-area
programs. In Seattle, at-risk youth are taking computers out of the
recycling stream, learning to repair them, and selling them back to low-
income Asian American families. In the process, they are acquiring mar-
ketable skills. In New York, a similar program is reclaiming old furni-
ture for repair and resale. While these projects are laudable, the political
and organizational challenges they face remain formidable.

The following example in rural New York sets a high standard. An
innovative recycling program was operating at the county landfill. Re-
cyclables were taken to a MRF adjacent to the landfill, where they were
sorted by mentally challenged adults through a work training program.
Tires were remanufactured on-site into building materials for energy-
efficient storage sheds. White goods (appliances) were being dismantled

7 In one discussion with a major environmental law activist in the Chicago area, he
recommended that URI, the Resource Center, and the Chicago Recycling Coalition stay in
the background and steadily build up their local neighborhood and political support. He
also suggested that they keep researching new solutions for recycling, so that when Waste
Management abandons the failing blue bag in a few years (as he predicts), these organiza-
tions will be ready to step right back up to the plate.
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in a human skills enhancement program being run for inmates from
Camp Georgetown, a nearby minimum security prison. Finally, part of
the landfill had been capped and there were plans to turn the escaping
methane gas into energy to be used in the county office building.

This project was unique in the range of things it sought to accom-
plish. Unfortunately, it met economic resistance. The regional utility
company refused to let the county use their lines to run the energy from
the landfill to the county office building. At this writing, a regional
waste-hauling company had just purchased all of the local waste haulers.
Moreover, the company is threatening to take waste and recyclables to
another landfill. According to a county politician, the landfill and MRF
are likely to be closed. This is a distinct loss, along both ecological
protection and social equity dimensions.

This book has been our attempt to understand our disillusionment
and anguish over the path of modern recycling. In crafting this narra-
tive, we are aware that recycling’s history reflects America’s recent social
history. Recycling, like many other socially productive activities, has
moved away from intragenerational and intergenerational redistributive
goals of a humanistic policy (Schumacher 1973; Lowi 1972). Recycling
has become just another profit center. Yet perhaps this says more about
the political-economic context of recycling than about the internal logic
of recycling itself.

As we have noted repeatedly, the current trend in national recycling
programs is a movement toward public contracting to large global
waste-hauling firms such as Waste Management and BFI. By handing
over a potentially sustainable community development project such as
recycling to these economic agents, the city of Chicago’s actions most
resemble the fox supervising the chicken coop. In Chicago, Waste Man-
agement has essentially destroyed much of the infrastructure built by
that city’s community-based recycling organizations. Moreover, Waste
Management has profited from running operations that have been
costly and largely unproductive for the city of Chicago. To add insult to
injury, it has achieved this profitable but unproductive outcome by re-
cycling relatively little of the city’s waste and by exploiting relatively
powerless workers—especially men and women of color.

Recycling is thus a canary in the mine for those of us who would like
to see sustainable community development become a reality. In theory,
there are many ways of combining the positive efficiencies of market-
based organizations with the social and ecological goals of commu-
nities. Yet in practice, this requires a difficult traversing of the current
political economy and a confrontation with its many antisocial dimen-
sions. Too often, sustainable community development ideas are likely to
replicate the proverbial patterns of cooking frogs. If you throw a frog
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into boiling water, it jumps out. But if you put it into cold water and
slowly raise the temperature, it fails to perceive the danger and is even-
tually killed and cooked.

All too often, sustainable community development proponents argue
that some small compromises are necessary. In order to move their ef-
forts along, they must “go with the flow.” But, as with the case of the
live frog, this practice resembles slowly raising the water temperature to
the point where good ideas are killed by successive compromises. At
some point, these small compromises culminate in the death of good
ideas—as practices accumulate that totally subvert these ideal goals.
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