Point Recycling and Refuse

P.M.B. 1542, 145 Tyee Drive, Point Roberts, WA 98281

Business Phone: (360) 945-1516

December 2, 2009
Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission

PO Box 47250

Olympia, WA 98504-7250

RE:  
Docket TG-091687 Point Recycling – Comments on Demand for Services
Dear Commission, 
There is a great deal of misinformation about the need and demand for services in Point Roberts.  As the service provider for the past 10 years I would like to share my opinions with the Commission.
Point Roberts is a very small community.  The land area is only two miles by two miles across.  The Transfer Station is located in the very center so at most any household or business is only just over one mile from the Station.  Point Roberts has always been a self-haul dominated community driven primarily by cost and the infrequent household occupancy of a cabin/second home community.  There is no significant barrier of time or distance to self-hauling.
1. Residential garbage service:  Point Roberts has over 2000 residential units.  Historically only about 340 or 17% used roadside garbage and recycling collection.  An additional 200 or 10% used infrequent garbage only service.  Less than one third of all households used any collection service.  A large percentage of those households were only one can per month or less.  The cost of curbside recycling as part of garbage service was a significant deterrent for households to be on garbage service.  If Point Recycling or any other company tried to restart roadside collection then a large percentage of households, perhaps 30%-50% would continue to self-haul.  The percentage of previous customers who continue to self-haul will be larger if the mandatory roadside recycling requirement is maintained.  People have been self-hauling recycling at a very low cost for almost two years so many will continue rather than pay more for curbside collection.  
2. Residential recycling collection:  Point Recycling provided residential recycling collection at less than cost.  With 340 customers paying $5.21 per month the program averaged $21,000 per year.  The next larger company regulated by the WUTC has about 2,000 customers paying $8.00 per month for $192,000 per year in revenue.  This is a huge difference in scale.  Whatcom County has never recognized the economics of the required mandatory recycling.  The Department of Ecology has repeatedly told the County that curbside recycling was the wrong program design.  The WUTC has never conducted the required cost assessment on the County plan.  The cost for curbside recycling will escalate and as it does, customers will cancel recycling and garbage service and self-haul instead.  The County has a choice to either; enforce Universal Service and require all households to pay for recycling at a rate about three times higher than the rest of the County, or to remove the recycling requirement and have a self-haul based system.  The Commission should recognize that the majority of Point Recycling customers supported removing the curbside recycling program.  If those customers prefer to self-haul recycling for less cost, then how many will sign up for more expensive garbage collection with mandatory recycling?  The fundamental question facing any new curbside recycling provider is; how many households will sign up for service?  Nobody has the answer to that question.  It certainly will be far less than were previously on service.  Can the Commission grant authority for a service with an unknown need, no basis for determining cost and no structural support from the County?

3. Commercial garbage collection:  Point Recycling had only 35 commercial dumpster accounts.  Most of those customers were only 1.5 yards every-other-week.  Those small commercial customers save money by self-hauling and a portion of them will continue to do so.  The larger commercial customers save several hundred dollars per month and have significant economic incentive to continue self-hauling.  The Commission should have some understanding of the very small commercial garbage volume in Point Roberts.  This volume has been consistently declining as more businesses close each year.  Some of the commercial businesses want the convenience of garbage collection but they also want it affordable.  In a marginalized economy like Point Roberts, the commercial customers’ idea of affordable are rates lower than commercial rates in the big cities.  Since the County refuses to implement Universal Service, the majority of company overhead costs fall onto the commercial customers.  They are already at their bearing capacity and since they have been self-hauling for six months, there is the strong likelihood that with any rate increase, a large percentage will switch to self-hauling.

4. Commercial recycling:  Freedom 2000 and their agents have perpetuated the myth that there is some huge un-met need for commercial recycling collection.  That there are huge profits to be made that can subsidize the residential recycling collection.  The Commission is well aware that the markets for collected recyclables are extremely low and will continue to be so for long time.  The commercial recycling base is very small since this is a town of gas stations and package/parcel shops.  The dominant recyclable is cardboard, high volume and low value.  Businesses desire recycling to be less expensive than garbage; for their total bill to decrease due to their recycling effort.  That is very difficult for small businesses to achieve; especially when the collection costs for commercial recyclables is more expense than garbage due to smaller volumes.  Commercial recycling works in the big cities because of the large number of densely packed customers usually with larger volumes of recyclables. This does not apply to Point Roberts.  The interesting thing is that since the cancellation of garbage collection, many commercial customers are recycling more.  Their time to self-haul recycling and garbage is the same but they save money by recycling.  If garbage collection is restarted then most of these commercial customers will continue their established practice of self-hauling recyclables.
Is there a real urgent crises in Point Roberts?  Sadly, there is not.  Garbage is not piling up in the streets and people are not buried under their waste.  Everything has been going along fine for 6 months.  Some people find self-hauling convenient and some do not but everyone is surviving.  This has always been a majority self-haul community.  People here should have the option of garbage collection but it is not an absolute necessity.  There is a certain level of participation necessary to make any collection system feasible.  With the established community self-haul patterns, the only way for collection to work is to implement structural barriers to encourage maximum participation.  The economic viability of the system rests in the hands of the County to create and implement.

Over the years, I have proposed many industry standard structural design changes to Whatcom County.
1. Universal Service in order to shift the overhead costs onto a larger group, to reduce the burden on the small commercial customer base, and to reduce the illegal use of commercial dumpsters.


2. Differential rates for self-haulers and the garbage company at the transfer station to encourage people to sign up for collection service.


3. Higher minimal charges at the transfer station to decrease self-haulers and encourage people to be on garbage service.


4. A self-haul based recycling program to reduce overall customer bill and reduce company overhead costs.


5. Even minimal enforcement of anti-litter, anti-burning, and anti-dumping laws.


My goal for ten years was to get the right professional system design for this community.  The County absolutely refused to participate and support that process.  I have repeatedly provided the County and the Commission with analysis of this system’s needs and challenges.  You may question my accuracy however you cannot question that analysis is desperately needed.  The future of the Point Roberts system is going forward absolutely blind.  The lack of analysis and system design is in direct conflict with the State mandate for economically and reasonably designed regulated solid waste systems.
Any new full Certificate holder will face several significant problems.

1. Far fewer initial customers than Point Recycling historically had on service.

2. A long period of building the customer base.

3. An established preference in the community to self-haul.

4. The potential of never achieving historical customer volumes.

5. A County system design that has repeatedly proved to be impossible for any company to implement.

6. A County policy of no support and no rational system design.

7. The denial by the County of the ability to control the economic parameters of the system.


There are no applicants for a full Certificate who have any experience or understanding of this system.  The Commission cannot accept the unsupported statement that they can actually operate and maintain the system without failure or drastically escalating rates.
The Commission should inform the County to conduct the required planning for the Point Roberts Community.  When the County has a viable plan, then the Commission can determine if there are any qualified applicants to provide the service.

Sincerely, 

Arthur Wilkowski

Point Recycling and Refuse
