
 

 

169 Conduit Street, Annapolis, MD 21401 

410.269.0043 BALT/ANNAP ◆ 301.261.1140 WASH DC ◆ 410.268.1775 FAX 

www.mdcounties.org 
 

July 28, 2014 

 

Robert M. Summers, Ph.D. 

Secretary of the Environment 

Maryland Department of the Environment 

Montgomery Park Business Center 

1800 Washington Blvd. 

Baltimore, MD 21230 

 

Dear Secretary Summers: 

The Maryland Association of Counties (MACo) offers the following comments on the draft 

Zero Waste Maryland Plan released by the Maryland Department of the Environment 

(MDE). MACo appreciates the opportunity to participate in the discussion of creating a zero 

waste policy for the state. 

 Unlike most other states, Maryland requires the counties to administer recycling programs 

and reach certain recycling goals. Despite originally being an unfunded mandate from the 

State, counties have supported recycling and now Maryland ranks above average among 

recycling states. Over time, county recycling rates have continued to increase. These positive 

results highlight that MACo and the counties are committed to recycling.  

MACo believes that consideration of a zero waste policy in Maryland is a worthwhile 

endeavor. However, adopting a zero waste policy would have significant policy and cost 

implications and must be carefully considered. 

Broad Principles 

As the discussion of a zero waste policy moves forward, MACo wishes to set out five broad 

principles that MACo feels are critical in the implementation of a successful zero waste 

policy. 

1. The State must provide financial resources dedicated to the zero waste policy. One of the key 

challenges counties have faced with recycling is that the State has mandated specific 

county goals but failed to provide adequate resources to help realize those goals. 

Implementing a zero waste policy will pose significant new costs on counties, many of 
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which lack the necessary resources. The State must provide ongoing dedicated 

funding if zero waste is to be truly realized in Maryland. 

 

2. Recycling and waste diversion regulations must be cost effective, flexible, and recognize unique 

local conditions. Many of the proposed zero waste initiatives will rely on infrastructure 

changes and the adoption of new technology. Zero waste regulations must recognize 

the costs these changes will create and not make implementation overly burdensome 

or expensive. Local flexibility is also paramount – the waste management challenges 

of Baltimore City are very different from those of the Eastern Shore. A “one size fits 

all” approach should be avoided.  

 

3. All involved stakeholders must participate. If zero waste is to be successful in Maryland, 

counties cannot be expected to reach the State’s ambitious recycling and waste 

diversion goals alone. The effort will require participation from all involved 

stakeholders, including the commercial and retail sectors, municipalities, waste 

haulers and recyclers, and the State.  

 

4. Ongoing consultation is critical. If zero waste is going to be successful, it is vital the State 

consult and collaborate with the counties and other stakeholders continuously. The 

consultation should not stop after the first version of the zero waste plan is adopted. 

 

5. Further research on the costs and benefits of zero waste is needed, particularly as it pertains to 

Maryland. MACo feels that the draft plan does not provide sufficient research 

regarding some of its claims on the costs and benefits a zero waste policy would bring 

to Maryland. If zero waste is to be successful here, further cost/benefit analysis is 

needed so that a truly realistic and useful plan can be crafted.  

For the remainder of its comments, MACo will reference MDE’s “Zero Waste Maryland” 

draft of April 2014. Objective and Initiative numbers, when referenced, are taken from that 

document. 

Objective 1 – Increase Source Reduction and Reuse 

In general, MACo supports source reduction and reuse. Less material going into the waste 

stream means less that a county recycling program or landfill has to process. 

Initiatives 1.5 Increase water conservation (source reduction) & 1.6 Increase water resuse: MACo is 

willing to work with MDE to examine possibilities of residential water reuse, including grey 
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water. Certain counties have also expressed interest in reusing water for agricultural spray 

irrigation. 

Objective 2 – Increase Recycling Access and Participation 

Initiative 2.3 Quantify the level of business recycling. MACo believes it is critical that business (as 

well as institutional and municipal) recycling be accurately reported. However, it is also 

critical to make the reporting process as easy and convenient as possible, both for the county 

receiving the data and for the reporting entity. MACo also supports making the reporting (at 

least initially) voluntary. 

Initiative 2.4 Address away-from-home and event recycling. MACo believes that passage of SB 781 

of 2014 largely addresses the issue of special event recycling. However, MACo supports the 

availability of grants to provide recycling bins alongside trashcans in public places. 

Initiative 2.5 Phase in disposal bans on recyclables. While MACo has no problem with the basic 

concept of a disposal ban, MACo has raised concerns in the past over how such a ban would 

be enforced and whether it would place liability on county waste haulers and landfill 

operators to review all waste before it is put into the landfill. Further clarification of county 

responsibilities and liabilities is needed. 

Initiative 2.6 Encourage pay-as-you-throw (PAYT). PAYT has been adopted by several Maryland 

localities and should be encouraged (but not mandated) as a potential waste reduction tool 

for local governments. MACo supports providing local governments with as many tools and 

options as possible so that they can best choose how to address their unique challenges. 

Initiative 2.8 Consider further increases in minimum county recycling rates and establish maximum 

disposal rates. Any further increase in county recycling requirements or creation of a 

maximum disposal rate should be done with full county input and participation, as well as 

resources necessary for counties to meet the new goals. 

Initiative 2.9 Adopt universal recycling. This would be a major policy challenge, particularly for 

rural counties. MACo is also concerned about mandating county waste haulers to review 

collected trash for recyclables and organic waste and remove them prior to disposal. MACo 

noted its concerns over broad waste disposal bans in Initiative 2.5. 
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Objective 3 – Increase Diversion of Organics 

Initiative 3.1 Finalize and implement new composting regulations. As composting factors 

significantly in the State’s draft zero waste plan, it is critical that the regulations not make the 

establishment and operation of composting facilities prohibitively expensive or 

bureaucratized. MACo urges MDE to continue to consult with affected stakeholders and 

modify the regulations as needed. 

Initiative 3.5 Phase in a disposal ban on commercial and institutional organics. MACo’s comments 

regarding Initiative 2.5 apply. 

Initiative 3.6 Encourage anaerobic digestion. The same comments regarding compositing 

regulations in Initiative 3.1 apply to any proposed anaerobic digestion regulations. 

Initiative 3.7 Decrease plastic bag usage for organics collection. MACo supports consulting with 

the counties on identifying and evaluating potential alternatives to non-compostable plastic 

bags. 

Initiative 3.8 Decrease disposal of sewage sludge. The disposal of sewage sludge has grown 

increasingly problematic as the State has limited both the scope and timing of sewage sludge 

application on fields. While MACo supports considering the use of anaerobic digestion or 

composting for sewage sludge, a review of the impact of the agricultural restrictions should 

also be undertaken. 

Initiative 3.9 Institute universal organics diversion. MACo’s comments regarding Initiative 2.9 

apply. 

Objective 4 – Address Specific Target Materials 

Initiative 4.2 Adopt a disposal ban on electronics. MACo’s comments regarding Initiative 2.5 

apply. 

Initiative 4.3 Establish EPR programs for mattresses and other difficult-to-manage materials. MACo 

supports the collaborative system proposed by MDE to identify materials suitable for 

extended produce responsibility (EPR) programs. 

 

Initiative 4.4 Adopt a carryout bag reduction and recycling law. As many counties have expressed 

interest in the use of plastic bag fees or bans, MDE should include MACo in the evaluation 

and recommendation process. 
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Initiative 4.5 Adopt a beverage container recycling law. MACo remains highly concerned about 

how a separate bottle deposit fee would affect county recycling revenues and single stream 

efforts. MACo believes it is worthwhile to consider bar and restaurant container recycling or 

possible EPR-style programs, with the appropriate stakeholder input. 

 

Initiative 4.7 Consider other disposal bans. MACo’s comments regarding Initiative 2.5 apply. 

 

Objective 5 – Incentivize Technology Innovation and Develop Markets 

 

Initiative 5.1 Review regulatory requirements and provide guidance. MACo supports this 

initiative. The ultimate success of zero waste will be predicated on the adoption of new and 

emergent technologies and Maryland’s regulatory system should not impose barriers to such 

innovation. MACo also supports MDE providing guidance and technical assistance to 

counties where appropriate. 

 

Initiative 5.3 Initiate and fund demonstration projects. Ultimately, while a stable State recycling 

and waste diversion funding source is needed, MACo also supports the funding of 

demonstration projects in partnership with willing county governments. 

 

Initiative 5.4 Establish a funding system for provision of financial incentives. MACo advocates for 

the creation of an ongoing State funding source but counties should be part of the discussion 

to make sure that the State source does not negatively affect existing county recycling and 

waste diversion revenue sources. For example, counties have raised concerns in the past 

about the effect of a State-wide tipping fee on local tipping fees. 

 

Initiative 5.7 Incentivize adoption of new programs by local governments. MACo supports the use 

of State grants to help local governments establish or expand waste diversion programs. 

However, such grants should be secondary to the establishment of an ongoing and 

permanent revenue stream to assist with recycling and waste diversion efforts. 

 

Objective 6 – Recover Energy from Waste 

 

MACo supports MDE’s position that waste-to-energy (WTE) facilities will play an important 

transition role if the State moves towards zero waste. While WTE should not be the primary 

means of waste disposal, it should be an available option to supplement robust recycling 

programs. Many counties have also expressed interest in the emerging technology of 

gasification. 
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Initiative 6.2 Encourage anaerobic digestion. MACo supports further examination on the use of 

anaerobic digestion, but remains concerned about its potential implementation and 

operational costs. 

 

Initiative 6.3 Support gasification and other clean energy technologies. Again, MACo believes 

gasification and other emerging technologies hold great promise, but further review is 

needed to make sure cost and implementation concerns are addressed. The technologies 

need to be sufficiently mature in order to be effectively utilized. 

 

Objective 7 – Collaborate and Lead by Example 

 

Initiative 7.3 Seek opportunities for regional collaboration. Regional collaboration (both intra-state 

and inter-state) on waste diversion and recycling could result in reduced costs due to 

economies of scale, as well as a shared knowledge base. However, MACo believes that 

counties should be included in the consultation process when new regional entities are being 

considered. Participation in intra-state regional entities should be voluntary. 

 

Objective 8 – Conduct Education and Outreach 

 

MACo believes it is important to educate the public on the benefits of recycling and waste 

diversion in order to increase participation. Mandates are only so effective if public will is 

lacking. 

 

Initiative 8.2 Provide funding to local governments for outreach activities. While MACo believes 

the State should conduct outreach activities, it also supports assistance to local outreach 

efforts, which can often be tailored to a county’s specific demographics and programs. 

 

Initiative 8.4 Conduct outreach at schools. MACo supports MDE’s proposed consultation with 

counties regarding the identification and training of potential sustainability coordinators. 

 

Conclusion 

MACo hopes that our comments are both constructive and helpful. As the initiatives in the 

“Zero Waste Maryland” draft are fairly broad, many would benefit from further detail. 

MACo’s final position will be contingent on how they are ultimately developed. 



Page 7 

 

 MACo wishes to remain engaged throughout MDE’s deliberations and requests to be 

included in any subsequent stakeholder discussion and outreach. In anticipation, MACo is 

forming an in-house workgroup composed of county recycling and public works directors. 

MACo feels there is potential in the zero waste proposal, but will strongly oppose new 

unfunded mandates on county governments. MDE should work with MACo and other 

engaged stakeholders to produce a zero waste policy that is realistic, cost-effective, and 

ultimately beneficial to both Maryland’s citizens and the environment. Please do not hesitate 

to contact me if you wish to discuss these comments further.  

Sincerely, 

 

Leslie Knapp, Jr. 

Legal and Policy Counsel 

Maryland Association of Counties 

 

cc: David Costello, Deputy Secretary for Policy and Planning, MDE 

 Hilary Miller, Waste Diversion and Utilization Program Manager, MDE 

 


