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Waste Diversion: 
Economic Benefits + How YOU Can Implement Change 

 
“The world we have created today has problems which cannot be solved by 
thinking the way we thought when we created them.” -Albert Einstein 

Past – Landfill: 

We all used to just ‘throw it away’ and 
that was it.  No one was concerned 
with where that material went or how 
it was handled as long as we did not 
have to see it, or especially smell it 
again.  This was true in our homes as 
well as our workplaces.  Municipalities 
or private companies used to 
purchase large plots of land for 
landfills.  When these landfills were 
filled, they were covered with sod and 
turned into golf courses.  The strain on 
natural resources as well as negative 
environmental effects of these landfills 
has forced change in this industry. 

Present - Recycling: 

The emergence of new branches of the waste management industry, (i.e. 
recycling) has proven that we have many alternatives to the just ‘throw it away’ 
attitude.  

The merits of recycling, or waste diversion, are an ongoing subject of debate.  The 
three factors of diversion are Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle.  Recycling has largely 
become common practice because of the reported negative environmental 
impacts of landfills and the widely held sentiment that it is the ‘right thing to do.’ 

Recycling also has positive economic factors for the general population.  The cost 
of processing one ton of non-industrial or common office or restaurant trash in the 
DC Metro area is $62-70 per ton.  The cost of processing recyclable material (mixed 
office paper, cardboard, glass plastic bottles, aluminum and tin cans) is 
approximately $40 per ton.  In addition, there is an income stream on the back-end 
of the process where recyclables are processed and resold.  This savings gets 
passed on to the consumer, thereby making recycling financially beneficial.  
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Future - People: 

People and perception make or break industries and processes.  This fact plays a 
major role in whether or not recycling really works.  There are special programs that 
need to be put in place to communicate the goals of a recycling initiative and the 
participants must feel comfortable and not inconvenienced by changing a habit 
that many of us have never considered – just throwing something away. 
Families in households as well as employees in offices are all getting used to being 
responsible for controlling where their ‘trash’ is going.  We found that it is important 
to install recycling/diversion programs almost transparently in order to be 
successful.  After this program has been implemented, it is important to recognize, 
congratulate, and thank the participants for making a difference; sometimes 
without the participants even realizing they are part of the program’s success.  
Because of privacy concerns with HIPAA some commercial tenants should be 
recognized for their own unsuspecting diversion practices from the volume and 
weights generated by their media and document destruction contracts.  

Case Study: 

One recent successful recycling/diversion program took place in the American 
Society of Hematology property at 2021 L St. NW, which is a multi-tenant Class A 
office building in downtown Washington, D.C.  When first evaluated, the property 
and its existing recycling program yielded a diversion rate of 33%; to put this into 
context, the Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design (LEED) established 
threshold is 50% diversion which is aggressive but obtainable. 

A 4-pronged approach was established to significantly increase the diversion rate: 

1) Composting - A new diversion segment was introduced: compostable 
material collection.  Just introducing ‘composting’ to some of the 
participants brought about a negative perception, primarily concern about 
increased odors and pests which are both misconceptions.  Some have a 
perception of composting as a dirty process involving worms and lots of dirt.  
Composting does include those factors, however compostable collection is 
merely diverting food waste, tissues, and natural fiber material from the 
regular waste stream.  This collected material is taken off site, processed, 
and reused as fertile soil.  This is part of reducing the typical amount of waste 
and reusing to grow vegetables.  

2) Tenant Engagement - There were introduction and training sessions held for 
the building tenants.  The goal of these sessions was to obtain tenant buy-in 
for the program in addition to educating them on correct recycling 
practices. 

3) Waste Collection Infrastructure – The number and types of waste 
receptacles available throughout the tenant floors were adjusted.  The 

http://www.hhs.gov/ocr/privacy/hipaa/understanding/index.html
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tenants were involved in the process by educating them as to why these 
changes were being made, and allowing them to select their preferred 
receptacle.  The result of these changes was extremely positive.   

 
A waste stream audit was performed several weeks after the new diversion 
programs were installed.  The overall recycling rate increased from 33% to 66.9%.   

Summary: 
 
The archaic ‘just throw it away’ mentality has evolved into a communal push for 
waste reduction and landfill diversion.  This shift in attitude will have a direct impact 
on our environment and reduce costs in many areas including fuel, employee 
safety, cleanliness, liability, and maintenance.  
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