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The city’s trash rate system creates financial disincentives 
that discourage people from recycling and composting.

• Denver residents do not pay a separate trash bill like they do for 
water and energy. Instead, waste services are paid for through the 
City’s General Fund, which means residents have no economic 
incentive to reduce waste by recycling and composting.

• The current system is unfair – two homes of similar value pay 
the same amount for trash services, regardless of how much 
they use. A household that recycles and composts puts out less 
trash than one that doesn’t and therefore subsidizes the home 
with more trash. A home that sends a lot of waste to the landfill 
is incentivized to continue this behavior because the service is 
perceived to be free (without a bill).

• Composting comes with an additional fee of nearly $10/month. 
This creates an economic disincentive to compost.

• Denver’s low recycling and 
composting rate is only for single-
family and buildings with fewer than 
eight units. That’s only part of the 
story, it doesn’t factor in the one-
third of Denver residents who live 
in apartments and condominiums 
of eight units or larger (Denver 
Recycles does not track diversion 
rates for multi-family properties). 

• Many Denver residents living in 
apartments and condominiums 
don’t have recycling and composting 
service. This means that Denver’s 
recycling and composting rate could 
actually be a lot less than 22%.

Many businesses do not have recycling or composting services.
• Businesses generate 55 percent of Denver’s municipal waste and 

the city has recently started to collect data on how many busi-
nesses are recycling. 

WHY ARE WE BEHIND?

1 2 Many residents, especially those 
who live in apartments and condos, 
do not have access to recycling and 
composting services.
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DENVER’S RECYCLING RATE IS ONLY 22%.
How does this compare to other cities?

Seattle

Fresno

Salt Lake City Austin

Charlotte

64%

71%
39%

38% 42%

Denver
22%

Residential Recycling Rates among Comparable Peer Cities to Denver with Municipally Run 
Trash and Recycling Services. 

HOW DOES DENVER COMPARE 
ACROSS THE STATE?

Loveland 61%
Boulder 54%
Louisville 48%
Lafayette 37%
Longmont 31%
Denver 22%



Recycling can boost our local economy and create jobs.
• Colorado throws away $265 million worth of recyclable materials—

aluminum, metals, cardboard, paper and plastics—every year. These 
materials are valuable commodities which could be sold for a profit 
instead of paying to bury them in a landfill.

• Recycling creates nine times more jobs than landfills per ton.

Recycling and composting fight climate change.
• Recycling saves up to 92 percent of the energy required to make 

materials from virgin resources. That energy savings translates 
into reduced greenhouse gases. If Colorado recycled 10 percent 
more, we could save more than 450,000 tons of carbon emissions 
annually, the equivalent of taking nearly 100,000 cars off the road 
every year.

• Composting organics (i.e. food and yard waste) instead of sending 
them to the landfill reduces methane emissions, a greenhouse gas 
84 times more powerful than carbon dioxide in the short term. 
Additionally, applying compost locally increases the soil’s capacity 
to store and sequester carbon. 

Recycling protects our health and the environment.
• When recyclable material is made into new products, fewer natural 

resources, such as oil, trees and metals are used. This reduces 
significant impacts to human health and the environment from 
extraction and manufacturing. 

• Conserving natural resources through recycling protects wildlife 
habitat and biodiversity, and reduces soil erosion, water pollution 
and greenhouse gas pollution.

• Recycling keeps materials out of landfills, which pollute our air and 
water.

WHY SHOULD WE RECYCLE AND COMPOST?
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• Continue to give every home a recycle bin (the city is expected to complete this by 
the end of 2018). 

• Dedicate 2019 budget dollars to expand compost service infrastructure so that every 
home can have compost service at no additional charge.  Right now, only 6 percent 
of Denver residents subscribe to composting. The extra fee discourages participation.  
While the city has made strides to expand its routes and is currently offering the 
service throughout the city, the city does not have the capacity to serve every home 
if the service were made available at no additional charge. The city needs to purchase 
approximately 20 new compost trucks, 60-70 thousand new compost carts, expand 
the Cherry Creek Transfer Station and provide more education on composting.

Most other cities with higher recycling rates charge for the volume of trash residents send 
to the landfill (volume- based-pricing or commonly known as Pay As You Throw) while 
providing recycling and composting at no additional charge. This is no different than how 
Denver residents are currently charged for water and energy. The more water and energy 
they consume, the more they pay. So when residents conserve, they pay less.   

• Institute a new billing system where residents are charged for the amount of waste 
they send to the landfill. Once, the compost service is expanded as recommended 
above, all residents can have the option to reduce their waste, and therefore their bill, 
by recycling and composting.   

• Provide financial assistance to low-income families for the new waste fee.

• Set up an Enterprise Fund to operate the waste system, supported by the new waste 
fee. This would free up $30 million in the General Fund that was spent on waste 
services for popular programs that benefit ALL Denverites, not just single family 
homes. These funds could support transportation needs, sidewalk improvements, 
neighborhood beautification, and food recovery efforts.

After making the investment in compost infrastructure and making the switch to volume 
based pricing, the next low hanging fruit are multi-family complexes and businesses. 
Requiring recycling and composting access at multi-family complexes makes these services  
accessible to ALL Denver residents, not just those who reside in single-family homes. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Make recycling and composting as easy as possible

Provide a financial incentive to recycle and compost

Require all multi-family complexes and businesses to recycle and compost 


