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Introduction 
 
As of July 19, New York City’s businesses and private waste carters will have to follow a number of new recycling rules intended 
to boost the city’s lagging commercial recycling rate, recently estimated to be only about 20%: 
 

 All commercial establishments must now separate paper, metal, glass, and plastic containers from refuse.  (Previous 
recycling regulations designated different sets of recyclable materials for food and non-food establishments.)1 

 A limited number of the city’s largest waste-generating businesses (such as stadiums, hotels, and commercial kitchens) 
are now required to have their food put to beneficial use (such as composting or anaerobic digestion) rather than 
landfilled. 

 Private carters are prohibited from commingling separated recyclable materials or compostable food waste in the same 
collection truck compartment as refuse.2   

 
To approach city’s greenhouse gas reduction targets, it will be necessary to massively expand waste reduction and recycling 
practices in the city’s 200,000 businesses.  However, given the lack of transparency and inefficiency endemic to the city’s private 
waste industry, simply imposing new recycling requirements in the absence of more fundamental reform may have the 
unintended consequences of creating unpredictable price increases for businesses and increased truck traffic on local streets.   
 
The Transform Don’t Trash NYC coalition believes that as the city expands and enforces its recycling regime, it must also create 
efficiency, price transparency, and substantial cost savings for high-diversion businesses – none of which can be achieved by the 
current, disorganized commercial waste system.  Dozens of diverse cities have successfully adopted variations of a system in 
which private carters agree to charge low, equitable prices for recycling, compost, and garbage services in exchange for the right 
to serve a stable customer base in a designated commercial district. 
 
There is strong evidence by utilizing a competitive, open RFP to select a single commercial waste hauler for 
each district or zone, cities can harness both efficiency and competition to achieve the lowest, most stable 
possible prices while boosting diversion rates far above NYC’s current levels.   
 
Below are six evidence-based recommendations for how we can ensure that pro-recycling policies are also pro-business. 
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Recommendation 2:   
The existing rate cap needs improvement to be meaningful to business. 
 

New York City is unique among large cities in using a “rate cap” to set a maximum price that private waste haulers can charge 
for waste removal.  Under current law, this cap can be adjusted every two years to account for changes in fuel costs, labor costs, 
and disposal costs incurred by haulers.  While this price ceiling offers customers protection against gross overcharges and price-
fixing, it is difficult to enforce, and does not aid customers in reducing or recycling waste: 
The commercial system operates inefficiently, and unnecessary costs continue to be passed along to businesses. 
The rate cap does not create sufficient transparency for customers.  NYC private haulers do not publish their prices, and it is 
difficult for customers to compare actual prices.4 
 
Customers do not receive detailed waste surveys or audits from their haulers, and cannot reliably ascertain real prices from 
their monthly bills.  2015 data reported to the Business Integrity Commission shows that only 4% of customers 
had received a waste survey within the last three years.5 Over 70% of customers are unaware that the rate cap even 
exists.6 The rate cap has increased by 55% in the past decade, from a 2007 price of $12.20 per yard to a current price of $18.87. 
 
While leaving the rate cap in place, the city can use competitive RFPs to negotiate a comprehensive menu of waste and recycling 
services and prices for each commercial zone.  This approach will offer savings, stability, customizable recycling options, and 
enforceable customer service standards to diverse businesses in each NYC commercial district. 
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Recommendation 3:    
Pricing for recycling and composting services should be set to ensure that small businesses 
benefit from participation in diversion programs. 
 

NYC’s small businesses are a pillar of the economy, and boosting city-wide diversion will be impossible without the participation 
of these almost 200,000 independent waste generators.  For small establishments concerned with escalating commercial rents 
and other fixed costs, prices in the current waste system are unlikely to offer sufficient rewards to influence composting and 
recycling behavior – a problem which some private carters have publicly acknowledged.7 
 

 
 
 
 
 
For example, in NYC’s open system, commercial compost 
collection costs substantially more than in other cities – 
including cities with relatively high overall waste costs.    
 
 
 
 
 

 
In contrast, cities using a competitive process to select a commercial hauler are able to negotiate transparent rates that are 
designed to ensure that small businesses can participate in recycling programs at minimal cost, and realize savings on their 
garbage bills.   
 

 
 
For example, Boise, Idaho recently renegotiated its franchise agreement 
with a single commercial hauler and was able to combine a modest 
increase in garbage prices with a significantly reduced recycling price to 
boost recycling by small businesses. 
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Recommendation 5:   
NYC should use competitive RFPs to achieve the lowest possible prices and ongoing price 
stability for customers.   
 

There is no evidence that exclusive, single-hauler commercial waste systems contribute to price increases or monopolies, since 
these systems offer operational efficiencies, often use competitive RFPs to select haulers, and employ rate-setting or cost 
adjustment mechanisms to limit price increases. 
 
Nationally recognized consultant HF&H compared the cost per ton to collect and process waste in 40 Southern California cities and 
found that costs were no higher in cities with exclusive-hauler commercial waste arrangements than in those with non-exclusive 
(i.e., multiple hauler) arrangements.  Notably, average cost per ton in exclusive hauler cities was lower than in Los Angeles’ 
open-market system in which many permitted haulers competed on the open market.10 
   
In a separate study, HF&H compared 24 California cities in 2008 and found that 21 of 24 (88%) achieved a price reduction when 
they used a competitive RFP to negotiate prices with haulers, when compared to cities that renegotiated agreements with 
incumbent haulers. 
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Recommendation 6:    
Diversion and efficiency must go hand in hand. 
 

Single-hauler collection zones are critical to achieving high diversion rates in the most efficient, lowest cost way.  Unless we 
address the gross inefficiency of commercial waste truck routes operated by dozens of competing carters, new city recycling 
rules requiring the source-separation and separate collection of both “dry” recyclables (metal, paper, plastics, and glass) and 
compostable food waste may have an unintended consequence of increasing traffic and collection costs. 

Alternatively, a commercial waste system in which haulers compete for the right to serve rational commercial districts would 
facilitate separate collection of recyclables, compostable organic waste, and garbage without adding to citywide vehicle miles 
travelled by collection trucks.  For example, the city of Los Angeles found that an exclusive zoned system could slightly result in 
a net reduction VMTs while achieving high diversion rates via a 3-bin collection system.  In contrast, to achieve high diversion 
under the status-quo open market collection system would add about 5 million truck miles to city streets annually:11 
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