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Voting “yes” on the Advanced Recycling Center proposal will set 
recycling back in Indianapolis for decades to come. 

 
 
An Open Letter to Mayor Ballard, the Indianapolis City Council and the Board of Public 
Works on behalf of the Recycling Industries Coalition representing the joint interests of 
the recycled glass, paper, steel and aluminum industries: 
 
 
The Recycling Industries Coalition (RIC) is a group of organizations and corporations who have 
been engaged in the business of recycling for over one hundred years. We represent recyclers 
of glass, paper, plastic, rubber, textiles, steel, aluminum and other nonferrous metals companies 
across the U.S. There are 77 facilities manufacturing recycled content material in the state of 
Indiana, employing over 35,000 well paid workers. 
 
On July 23rd, many of the members of the RIC were present at the Board of Public Works public 
comment session on the proposed Advanced Recycling Center project where a statement was 
read by Jeramiah Shirk on behalf of the Mayor’s office. Although Mr. Shirk was allowed to speak 
at length on this matter, other witnesses were accorded a mere two minutes each, thus, we 
have committed some of our points to writing to make certain that all interested parties are fully 
aware of the facts relating to this project. The RIC’s concerns emanate from the potential loss of 
good paying jobs, the inevitable diminution in quality and quantity of recycled materials available 
to consuming mills and the loss of untold environmental benefits that flow from using recycled 
materials to manufacture new basic materials. We also suggest that reliance upon the 
unsupported facts regarding the performance of this project and the overstatement of the 
benefits to be achieved could be embarrassing to this World Class City and its citizens. 
 
Mr. Shirk began his comments with the statement that “our goal has and will continue to be to 
increase recycling in the City of Indianapolis and Marion County.” He then went on to say that 
“The Advanced Recycling Center is a piece of that recycling puzzle.” Unfortunately, based on 
our knowledge of recycling markets and our subsequent review of the contract, we realize that 
the project will not be required to meet any specific recycling mandates or even flexible 
voluntary targets. We urge you to exercise your fiduciary duties by asking whether the proposed 
contract has any specific recycling objectives or other means of evaluating ‘success’ and what 
types of metrics will be applied to determine whether such objectives are being achieved. 
 
Mr. Shirk referred to the fact that residents will have options on how they choose to recycle. You 
have to ask yourself: Is this really a choice? How many residents will choose to pay (if they are 
financially able to do so) a $72 a year recycling fee when ‘doing nothing’ is free? Additionally, 
the contract specifically prohibits the City from expanding the current recycling program or 
allowing anyone else to do it either. 
 
Mr. Shirk characterizes the Indiana Recycling Coalition as “clouding logic and veering from the 
ultimate goal of recycling more material”. This could not be further from the truth. He states that 
the proposal is “a common sense solution to increasing recycling” This is common sense only if 
all that is being considered is the sums owed to Covanta for not meeting the annual ‘put or pay’ 
requirements in the current incinerator agreement. He then lays out some purported ‘facts’ 
(without citation to the source), many of which are either wrong or taken totally out of context, 
which we would like to address. He stated that: 
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• “The national average for residual materials from material recovery facilities (MRFs) is 
15-27%, and that includes non-recyclable material”.  

o EPA does not track residual material from MRFs and, as far as we know, there is 
no national association or group tracking residual information. While there may 
be studies that look at one or two situations there are no national studies. 

• “Contamination rates of 5% are standard across the industry”. 
o Again, we would know of no such data or study that would support this claim. 

The Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries (ISRI) has, for decades, published 
consensus specifications for recycled materials that form the basis for most 
transactions for the purchase or sale of recyclables here in the U.S., as well as 
globally.  There are no specifications that would specifically allow for 5% trash 
contamination rates. A number of the specifications may refer to outthrows or 
prohibitives (outthrows and prohibitives are not trash—they are recyclable 
materials that do not conform to the grade of recycled material being delivered) 
as high as 5% but, again, not for 5% trash. 
 

Unfortunately, the discussion of prohibitives becomes irrelevant because the proposal doesn’t 
contain a recycling mandate for this project.   

 
•  “The Covanta proposal completely shifts this economic model to an authentic free 

market, void of government or ratepayer subsidies.”   
o This is absolutely not true, indeed, about as far from true as possible. If 

Indianapolis accepts the contract as drafted, the City’s action will be tantamount 
to creating a monopoly in your market, which is in itself a government subsidy. 

• “Only 40% of glass actually gets recycled. The rest is landfilled.” 
o This number was taken from a study out of context and is contained in an article 

about bottle bill generated glass versus MRF generated glass.   
 

Further, comparing the costs of shipping glass from Hawaii to Oakland, California to the cost of 
shipping glass from Indy to nearby glass plants is absurd. Also, bear in mind that for every ton 
of glass kept out of the landfill there is a tipping fee savings of $30 per ton. By that measure, the 
City can offset whatever transportation costs there may be and that is economical. 
 
Mr. Shirk argues that the Closed Loop Fund is unavailable to the city. Evidence from its 
Executive Director, Ron Gonen, proves otherwise. The point was asserted that since the Closed 
Loop Fund would have to be paid back, and Covanta is willing to pay for the $45 million facility, 
the city would benefit. This position fails to recognize that the money to be paid back into the 
Close Loop Fund would be generated from the valuable recycling revenue stream that source 
separated recyclables would generate. This valuable revenue stream would be totally 
unavailable to the city under the draft contract. There is little or no incentive to recycle materials 
back into commerce because the project is based on the ability to generate energy from the 
residuals-giving them little to no incentive to properly recycle. Those materials are the lifeblood 
of our industries. 
 

• “To implement a city-wide curbside program it would require $13-15 million in upfront 
capital for 96-gallon carts and $3.8-4.1 million in additional costs to the City and/or 
ratepayers per year.”  

o Discounting the households that already have carts, roughly $10-11 million in up 
front capital will be required. This has been offered via state grants and the 
Closed Loop Fund, a creative public-private partnership. Long-term operating 
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costs must factor in reduced disposal fees (once the current contract's put or pay 
expires) as well as revenue sharing from the approximately $15 million in 
commodities recycled. 
 

o We would expect a significant jump in participation once bins are delivered.  With 
good public education funded by the partnership, Indianapolis can expect a 65% 
participation rate within 1-2 years. Thus, recycling rates in Indianapolis would 
quickly eclipse Covanta's best projections for their process.   

 
In closing, the Recycling Industries Coalition received a copy of the contract on Friday, August 
1st and has had a very short time to review the terms of the contract. Our brief analysis of that 
contract follows. These industry experts feel that the citizens of Indianapolis should understand 
that the choice of how they impact the environment is being taken away from them. The ARC is 
not just another option. If the City accepts the contract as drafted that will be the only option 
available. It will not be a choice for lower income families who cannot afford subscription 
curbside service, or don’t have transportation to visit one of the City-sponsored drop-off 
locations. It is effectively taking away both reasoned governmental decision making and the 
people’s power of choice when it comes to their environmental impact. Participation in this 
mixed-waste processing all-in-one bin system is NOT a recycling program. It is passing the buck 
off to future generations to deal with the repercussions of laziness and environmental 
degradation once the draft contract expires in 2028. Voting “yes” on the draft contract will set 
recycling back in Indianapolis for decades to come. 
 

Economic Analysis of ARC Proposal to the City of Indianapolis 
 
 
The ARC proposal extends the current contract to 2028. The ARC will not be operational for at 
least 3 years. The ARC will not be operational for at least 3 years. During that time, 200,000 - 
300,000 tons of recyclables would be incinerated.  An additional 60,000 to 90,000 tons of glass 
will also go through the incinerator, but will need to be landfilled because it will not be usable to 
make new products. The major benefit to the City of Indianapolis is a savings of $400,000 in 
annual penalties as the 300,000 ton delivery quota is eliminated. 
 
ARC is estimated to recover 65,000 tons per year once it is operational. The weighted value per 
ton of the recyclables is $189 per ton (based on the average value of recyclables over the past 
three years). The value of the estimated 65,000 tons of recyclables is approximately $12.3 
million a year. That means that the $400,000 a year that is forgiven has a savings value to the 
city of $6.15 per ton. The revenue from sales of recyclables is $189/ton. After subtracting $50-
$60/ton of processing costs, which is a high estimate, the city will lose $120/ton. 
 
In addition, the City is paying a $30.04/ton gate fee on all the tons that go into the MRF with the 
following result: 
 

Gate fee paid by city per ton:     $30.04 
 

Inbound tons of recyclables  
Co-mingled in solid waste:     65,000 
 
65,000 x 30.04/ton =          $1,952,600 

 
Credit to city:       ($400,000) 

 
City's economic loss from recyclables:  $1,552,600 
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The city receives a revenue share after the 6th year of operation. Assuming it will take 1 year for 
legal approval, 2 years to build, and then 6 full years with no revenue sharing, the City will not 
share in the revenues until 2023, with the contract ending 5 years later in 2028.  
 
In 2023, the blended value per ton of recyclables would need to meet or exceed $225/ton, 
before any revenue share/rebate is paid to the city. The average blended value of curbside 
recyclables has never met or exceeded $225/ton in a full calendar year. In reality, the city may 
never reach the threshold for revenue sharing. Also, the city will only receive revenue, if there is 
a minimum of 18% recovery of material, and even then, a very minimal share of Covanta’s 
revenue.  
  
Covanta indicates that they will collect 120,520 tons of recyclable material, but only 65,000 tons 
will make it to recycling. The remaining 55,520 tons will be incinerated.  
  
We believe that the City of Indianapolis, which has a goal of increasing recycling, could receive 
valuable input on this decision from America’s recycling industries. 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
The Paper Recycling Coalition 
 

Brian McPheely  
Pratt Industries 

 
 David Scheible 

Graphic Packaging International 
 
 Mike Kiepura 

RockTenn 
 
Kevin Hayward 
OX Paperboard 
 
Kevin Kwilinski 
PaperWorks 
 
Pete Traeger 
White Pigeon Paper Company 

 
Bud Newman 
Newman Paperboard 
 
Joel Laroche 
Fusion Paperboard 
 
Matt Kaplan 
KapStone 
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Marc-Andre Depin 
Norampac/Cascades 

 
Robin Weiner 
Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries 
 
Lynn Bragg 
Glass Packaging International 
 
Johnny Gold 
The Newark Group 
 
Greg Crawford 
Steel Recycling Institute 
 
 


