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California Waste Diversion Status

In 1990 the nation’s landmark solid waste law, 
the Integrated Waste management Act,
(AB 939) took effect in California to build up the state’s recycling-based infrastructure and reduce reliance on landfill disposal.  Authored by then-Assembly Member Byron Sher (D-Palo Alto), the law placed new and unprecedented responsibility on California cities and counties to manage solid waste.  Their charge: cut waste disposal to landfills 25 percent by 1995 and in half by 2000.

This progress report provides an update on diversion levels, both statewide and local, and discusses activities of the California Integrated Waste Management Board to help the state's 535 local jurisdictions succeed in their efforts to maximize diversion.  It also provides background information on diversion tracking.

Current Diversion

California's statewide diversion rate is now estimated at 33 percent.  The rate has risen steadily since the AB 939 was enacted in 1989, when recycling and other diversion activities were estimated at five million tons annually.  Just nine years later in 1998, programs implemented by local jurisdictions have boosted the level of diversion to 18.5 million tons annually, a dramatic increase of 270 percent.

Growth in the statewide rate has slowed since 1996 as a result of the state's robust economy, which has triggered a nearly 10 percent increase in estimated generation.  Nonetheless, the Board expects to see significant increases in diversion levels over the next two years as planned diversion programs are brought on line and new ones are designed to address this added waste generation.

The statewide rate remains above the national average, estimated at 27 percent for 1996.  Since 1990 Californians have diverted nearly 120 million tons of solid waste from landfills–enough to fill a line of garbage trucks that would circle the equator more than three times.

Estimated Statewide Diversion Rates

	
	Millions of Tons
	Estimated Diversion Rate 

	
	Estimated Diversion
	Reported Disposal
	Estimated Generation
	

	
1989
a
	
5.0
	
44.0
	
49.0
	
10%

	
1990
	
8.5
	
42.4
	
50.9
	
17%

	
1991
	
9.7
	
39.5
	
49.2
	
20%

	
1992
	
10.2
	
38.4
	
48.6
	
21%

	
1993
	
11.4
	
36.7
	
48.1
	
24%

	
1994
	
12.4
	
36.3
	
48.7
	
25%

	
1995
	
13.7
	
36.0
	
49.7
	
28%

	
1996
	
15.9
	
35.0
	
50.9
	
31%

	
1997
	
17.0
	
35.5
	
52.5
	
32%

	
1998
	
18.5
	
37.4
	
55.9
	
33%


a
1989 estimates are based on the best available data at that time.  The rise in estimated diversion and the rate of diversion from 1989 to 1990 is attributed to the acquisition of more complete and consistent data under AB 939, as well as adjustments to that data reflecting program expansion since 1989.
The method used to estimate statewide diversion is indirect; it compares measured disposal tonnage to a calculated estimate of generation tonnage.  The estimate of generation is adjusted to offset the effects of population increases and economic growth in order to allow valid comparison of data across the years.

Progress also continues in the review and approval of local plans and diversion levels.  By December 1999, the Board had completed its biennial reviews for 461 of 464 reporting jurisdictions.  Some 88 jurisdictions are involved in regional programs.  The Board granted approval to 397 jurisdictions.  Of these, 336 were fully approved, and another 61 were approved on the basis of good-faith efforts
.  Compliance orders—intended to set jurisdictions on a course toward compliance, not enforcement—have been issued to 64 jurisdictions.  
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Of the 397 jurisdictions with approved biennial reviews, 314 have Board-approved 1995 diversion rates meeting or exceeding the 25 percent goal for that year.  Sixty-three jurisdictions have 1995 rates that meet the 50 percent diversion goal for 2000.  Rates for 23 of these jurisdictions are not determined; many of them are conducting new base-year studies.
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The most successful cities and counties have developed cost-effective, market-driven recycling, composting, and waste prevention programs designed to address needs and waste types of each individual community.

Diversion Assistance

The Board is committed to enforcing the waste diversion mandates, but has set as its top priority helping jurisdictions that are truly committed to meeting the mandates get on track.  Teams of Board staff with diverse expertise are lending hands‑on support to jurisdictions that are the farthest behind in getting to 50 percent.  These teams are helping jurisdictions identify and implement programs to maximize diversion through a process that commits both the local jurisdiction and the Board to specific implementation activities.

Using this approach, the Board is already helping jurisdictions in 14 counties (Contra Costa, Kings, Los Angeles, Monterey, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, Santa Cruz, Shasta, Solano, Sutter, Tehama, Tulare, and Yuba).  Those receiving help include 38 cities, 8 counties, and 3 regional agencies.

The program is helping the Board to achieve its goal of minimizing the number of jurisdictions that are likely candidates for future compliance and enforcement activity.  It is a proven strategy that the Board will use to help jurisdictions meet the requirements of compliance orders, in the event such orders are issued.

Targeted Wastes

To further assist local entities and facilitate statewide diversion efforts, the Board also has set a high priority on programs and strategies that target organics and construction and demolition debris.  Together, these materials make up nearly one-half of the state's waste stream.

Over 30 percent of California’s solid wastes are compostable organic materials–yard or landscape materials, wood debris, food residues, crop residues, and miscellaneous materials.  The Board's short-term mission for these materials is to find a home for the millions of tons of organic materials now disposed in landfills.  

In the longer term, the Board's mission is to foster the sustainable and cost-effective use of organic materials.  A variety of projects are being implemented through focused collaboration with partners in local and State government, the recycling and manufacturing sectors, and agriculture and other end-use sectors.

The Board is also working in partnership with contractors, builders, engineers, architects, and local governments to increase recycling and reuse of materials from construction and demolition job sites.  These materials average about 15 percent of the waste stream and higher in many jurisdictions.
Diversion Measurement 

California's waste diversion planning program was cutting edge in national solid waste law and in its attempt to monitor the waste stream.  No such comprehensive attempt had ever been made to track and account for solid waste–generated, diverted, or disposed.

The diversion measurement system was not created simply to count diversion.  It also has improved the knowledge base about waste management and recycling in jurisdictions, facilitating public/private partnerships to increase diversion.  For the Board, tracking local program implementation is just as important.  The diversity of local programs provides many creative approaches that can be shared with other jurisdictions.  Information on program implementation also serves as an important component in determining if jurisdictions are making good faith efforts.

From an implementation standpoint, both the State regulators (the Board) and the regulated community (in this instance, cities and counties) had to learn from experience and adjust as time passed.  They have also had to cope with changes in the law itself.

AB 939 initially required jurisdictions to measure both waste diversion and disposal, then compare diversion to the total waste stream to determine the diversion rate.  For example:

	1990

Measured Diversion
	+
	1990

Measured

Disposal
	=
	1990

Total

Waste Stream


Then in 1993, AB 2494 required jurisdictions to determine what was diverted by measuring only disposal, then comparing it to the potential disposal that would have occurred if there were no diversion programs (Sher, 1992).  

To determine the disposal amount without diversion programs, the 1990 total waste stream (base-year amount) is adjusted for population and economic changes(s) between the base year and the measurement year.  For example:
	1999

Potential

Disposal*
	-
	1999

Measured Disposal
	=
	1999 Calculated Diversion

	*
Total waste stream adjusted for population and economic change between the base year and 1999


This was a fundamental shift in data collected and in the calculation formula.  Coupled with statutory changes (in 1991, 1993, 1995 and 1996) refining the waste counting system, it caused many jurisdictions to recalculate their base-year amounts.

Early estimates were just that: estimates.  The addition of scales at landfills and transfer stations has greatly improved the accounting of disposal and diversion activity.  Even still, in the state's complex metropolitan waste markets sorting out which jurisdiction's waste is winding up in whose landfill has presented challenges.

Despite uncertainties created by changes in the diversion accounting scheme, a large majority of jurisdictions—some 70 percent—are tracking a continuing rise in diversion.  Only 59 of the 397 jurisdictions whose biennial reviews were approved by the Board saw a decline in diversion rates from 1995 to 1996 of five percent or more.  Roughly one-half of those are jurisdictions in the state's major metropolitan areas where disposal allocation issues have been raised.

Establishing reliable base-year data has also proven to be problematic for many jurisdictions.  More than one-third (160 out of 464) of all reporting jurisdictions have revised their original base-year calculations.  Some jurisdictions are still conducting new base-year studies so that their diversion estimates are based on a more accurate record of past disposal.

Equally important, if not paramount in measuring progress, are the programs being implemented locally.  The right mix of programs, once they are operating, will produce results that will later be confirmed by the numbers.
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� "Good faith efforts" means all reasonable and feasible efforts by a jurisdiction to implement those programs or activities it identified in its source reduction and recycling element… or alternative programs or activities that achieve the same or similar results.  (Public Resources Code Section 41850)
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