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Introduction

On November 30, 2016, the Committee on Sanitation and Solid Waste Management, chaired by Council Member Antonio Reynoso, and the Committee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member Ritchie J. Torres, will hold a joint oversight hearing on recycling practices at the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) and on Int. No. 820, in relation to establishing a pilot program to provide incentives for recycling to residents living in community districts with high rates of public housing. The Committee expects to hear testimony from representatives from NYCHA, the New York City Department of Sanitation (DSNY) and GrowNYC’s Office of Recycling Outreach and Education; NYCHA residents; and other interested members of the public.  
Background on NYCHA
NYCHA was created in 1934, three years before federal public housing.
 NYCHA originally had two goals – (1) to provide low-cost housing for middle-class, working families temporarily unemployed because of the Depression and (2) to bolster the lagging economy by creating jobs for the building trades.
 Later, NYCHA’s goal evolved into providing safe, decent housing for families with the lowest incomes.

The first NYCHA development – “First Houses” – was built in 1935 and contained 123 public housing units.
 By 1942, NYCHA had 12 developments and 13,180 units.
 As of March 1, 2016, NYCHA has 328 developments, 2,547 buildings, and 177,657 public housing units, making it the largest public housing authority in North America. NYCHA also administers Section 8 affordable housing vouchers for 86,610 apartments. All told, NYCHA serves a community of 599,493 people, roughly the population of Milwaukee, and serves 7% of NYC’s population.
 

Refuse Collection at NYCHA
NYCHA residents are responsible for keeping their apartments “clean and sanitary” and for disposing of household waste.
 This generally requires that residents put household garbage – other than recyclable materials – into chutes or hoppers located on each floor.
 These chutes typically lead to compactors or containers where refuse is stored until it can be collected by DSNY.
 NYCHA is responsible for maintaining and clearing refuse out of interior and exterior common areas and for collecting and storing residents’ household refuse on a daily basis.
 The containers used to store such refuse must be sturdy and provided in a sufficient quantity to store at least 72 hours’ worth of building waste.


DSNY regularly collects refuse from all residential households, including refuse from NYCHA buildings.
 These collections typically take place two to three times per week at buildings receiving curbside service and one to three times per week at buildings using roll-on/roll-off containers to store refuse.
 DSNY does additional weekly pick-ups at certain NYCHA developments receiving curbside service, but the number of these developments has declined due to a push by NYCHA to use containers at more developments.
 At a recent budget hearing, NYCHA noted that it pays DSNY approximately $745,000 per year for additional services.

The New York City Recycling Law
Local Law 19 of 1989, also known as the New York City Recycling Law, requires residents to source separate recyclable materials including paper, cardboard, metal, glass and plastic for recycling at all residential buildings in the City,
 which includes NYCHA properties. In 2013, the law was expanded to include rigid plastic.
 Both the standard NYCHA lease and the Resident Handbook require residents to dispose of all waste in a manner consistent with City law.
 DSNY is required to provide weekly collection of such source-separated recyclable material at residential buildings throughout the City.
 Recycling collection is expected to shift from source-separated to a single-stream system in 2020 in accordance with the Mayor’s OneNYC Zero Waste initiative.

In addition to current source-separation requirements for residents, the City’s recycling laws also impose a series of obligations on landlords. Specifically, a landlord of a building with nine or more apartments must provide a designated area for the storage of source-separated recyclables and, where appropriate, containers for storage of such material.
 Such landlords are also required to inform residents of the City’s residential recycling laws by, at a minimum, posting recycling instructions in or near the building’s designated recycling area and by making a recycling guide available to residents at the inception of their lease.
 Landlords must also remove non-designated materials from recycling containers prior to placing such containers for curbside collection.

Recycling Challenges at NYCHA

Notwithstanding the local laws and rules imposing recycling responsibilities on residents and owners, NYCHA has struggled to comply.
 Generally, high-density buildings make recycling oversight and enforcement difficult because it is more challenging for building management to monitor material placed in recycling bins. Notices of violation issued by DSNY for failure to recycle are also less effective at curbing incorrect behavior in such buildings, because they are issued to the building as a whole rather than to the individual residents responsible for the failure to recycle.


The difficulty of monitoring and enforcement of recycling practices appears to be compounded by a number of factors specific to NYCHA’s developments. Recycling was not factored into the design of NYCHA buildings.
 Most NYCHA developments utilize garbage chutes and compactors to collect and store refuse waste, and often lack storage areas accessible to residents for storage of recyclables.
 As a result, storage areas are sometimes sited outside of buildings,
 making recycling participation even less convenient for residents. In addition, even where recycling bins exist indoors, the prevalence of garbage chutes makes it difficult to convince residents to carry their recyclables downstairs to the recycling bins.
  

NYCHA has also identified budgetary constraints as a primary challenge to recycling implementation.
 Noting NYCHA often faces a scarcity of funds, the city’s largest landlord has struggled to allocate the funding required for facilities-wide recycling, which comes secondary to designating resources to ensure building integrity, maintenance and repairs and tenant safety and security.
 
The NYCHA Recycles! Program
The NYCHA Recycles! program was launched in May 2015 to address these compliance challenges with the NYC Recycling Law as well as the Mayor’s Zero Waste initiative in OneNYC, which calls for every NYC resident to be given the opportunity to recycle, including those living at NYCHA developments, as part of its goal for NYC to send zero waste to landfills by 2030.
 In partnership with DSNY and the Mayor’s Office, the NYCHA Recycles! program aims to ensure that all NYCHA developments are recycling by the end of 2016.
 The program includes recycling bin installation and separate recyclables for DSNY pick-up in all NYCHA developments, with each development having a minimum of one bin for metals, plastics and glass and one bin for paper and cardboard at each recycling station.
 As of November 3, 2016, NYCHA has launched recycling “centers” at 227 of its 328 developments.
 

To encourage NYCHA residents to participate in recycling, NYCHA has partnered with GrowNYC’s Office of Recycling Outreach and Education to create the NYCHA Environmental Ambassadors initiative, which is funded by DSNY.
 Environmental Ambassadors are NYCHA residents who complete two GrowNYC recycling workshops and complete 12 hours of community outreach to encourage fellow residents to recycle.
 The NYCHA Recycles! program is also promoted periodically through the NYCHA Journal.

It is unclear how the NYCHA Recycles! program provides training to custodial staff, to ensure that residential participation in the recycling program is supported through proper sorting for DSNY pick-up. 
Conclusion


This joint committee hearing will examine implementation of the NYCHA Recycles! program, updates on NYCHA’s efforts to encourage and facilitate recycling, and generally, NYCHA’s future plans concerning recycling. The Committees hope to hear testimony from representatives of NYCHA, DSNY, and GrowNYC, as well as from residents and interested members of the public.
Int. No. 820


Int. No. 820 would require DSNY to establish a pilot program to provide incentives for recycling to residents living in community districts with high rates of public housing and to report to the Council on the impact of such program on diversion rates. This local law would take effect immediately after enactment.
Int. No. 820
By the Public Advocate (Ms. James) and Council Members King and Richards
 

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to establishing a pilot program to provide incentives for recycling to residents living in community districts with high rates of public housing

 

 Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1. Subchapter 3 of chapter 3 of title 16 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 16-316.4 to read as follows:

16-316.4 Recycling incentives pilot program. a. On or before January 1, 2016, the department shall establish a voluntary recycling incentives pilot program in community districts in which at least 20 percent of the rental housing is comprised of public housing, as such term is defined in section 5.100 of title 24 of the code of federal regulations. Under such program, the department shall work with, or designate an entity to work with, retail stores, restaurants and other business establishments to provide incentives to participating residents based on the amount of recyclable material that the department collects from the building or public housing development where such residents reside on a weekly basis. 

b. On or before January 1, 2017, the department shall report to the council and post on its website an assessment of the impact of such program on diversion rates in the community districts where such pilot program was implemented. Such assessment shall include the department’s recommendation with respect to expanding or making such program permanent and any other recommended changes to such program.

§ 2.  This local law takes effect immediately.
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