
CONFRONTING CONTAMINATION Tactics from the Tarheel State



OVERVIEW OF NORTH CAROLINA

Statewide education campaigns: Recycle Guys, Re3, and Recycle More NC

100 Counties, over 500 local governments

 Curbside > Drop-off 

 Most are Single Stream

NC landfill bans

Over 700 recycling businesses

Developed MRF infrastructure



CHALLENGES TO RECYCLING COMMUNICATION

Not everything is recyclable

Complex process, complex messaging

Contracting from early SS mentality (easier=more volume)

Packaging is constantly changing

Chicken and the egg approach to markets

MRF technology changes evolve the accepted materials list

Nothing is uniform

Most effective communication tool (face to face, trusted source) is most time consuming

Frustrating to understand what is and what isn’t sometimes



TAKING ON CONTAMINATION ON TWO FRONTS

Recycling and Solid Waste Professionals

The Public



TALKING WITH YOUR MRF

REALLY understand the separation process
 Small things

 Tanglers

 Materials not in their original shape

Talk about materials that could be problematic
 Shredded paper

• Large metal objects

•Unrecyclable plastic

Balance pressure to add more materials with the feasibility of their recovery

Know the top contaminants and threats to quality



RESOURCES

http://recyclemorenc.org/images/recyclemore/MRF-85x11.pdf
http://recyclemorenc.org/images/recyclemore/MRF-85x11.pdf


TWO (OVERSIMPLIFIED) SOURCES OF CONTAMINATION
Never Recyclers

Generally unaware of how to 
recycle.

Using the recycling cart as a 
second trash can.

Likely to require a more 
aggressive approach like code 
enforcement, cart hangers, and 
direct contact, or fines.

Overzealous Recyclers

Think they know how to recycle.

Keep messages positive and 
proactive.

Explain why some materials are 
problematic.

Provide alternative recycling 
options when possible.

Avoid overwhelming people, tackle the 3 most common/problematic sources of 

contamination.  Fix those, then move down the list.



TAKING THAT TO THE PUBLIC IN A SIMPLE WAY

Update outreach with images and words that people can understand

Prioritize messaging with top contaminants

Promote alternatives

Be positive

Be consistent



BROCHURES AND SIGNS 

Uses images

Prominent NO BAGS message

Uses words that people recognize

“Milk and Juice Cartons” not “gable top 
containers”

“Butter Tubs” instead of “rigid plastics”

Avoids messaging like “Plastics 1-7”

Plastic Bottles, Jugs and Tubs

Plastic Food Containers (getting a little 
slippery?)

Has a clear yes AND no list

No bags, Styrofoam, food/liquids, etc.





IF YOU SAY THIS… WILL YOU GET THIS?



ENFORCEMENT



Town of Cary

 Yes- Bottles and tubs #1-7, lids places back on bottle, tub, or jar, rigid #2 plastics

 No- bags, frozen food trays, clamshells/hinged containers, toys, flower pots

Town of Wake Forest

 Yes- Narrow-necked, screw-top bottles, such as soda bottles, dairy containers, plastic milk and water jugs 
and colored bottles labeled with the RICs, six pack rings with rings cut

 No- bags, Styrofoam, and plastic bottles containing oil or hazardous substances

City of Durham

 Yes- plastic bottles, jugs and jars

 No- take-out ‘clamshell’ containers

Franklin County

 Yes- plastic soda bottles or milk jugs

 No- bags or bowls

Nash County

 Yes- plastic drink bottles and milk jugs

 No- non-bottle plastics

Five Communities all Using the same MRF



COMMON SUITE AND 
REGIONAL MESSAGING

All communities feeding same MRF.

Communities came together to 

create new outreach.

Same messaging and terms where 

you work, live and play.



CLINTON, NC 

Located in Sampson County 
 Tier 2 (economically distressed)

Population – 8,743

Underserved population demographics: 
 Rural 

 Per capita income $24, 973

 Language spoken at home, other than English 
(7.9%)

 Race/Ethnicity:  African-American (40%), Native 
American (0.8%), Latino/a (8.1%) 

 Project Objective: How to appeal to hard-to-
reach/underserved populations in an effort to 
increase recycling participation and decrease 
incidences of contamination









CARY, NC CONFRONTS CONTAMINATION



RECYCLE MORE DOWNLOADABLES

Downloadables tab at www.recyclemorenc.org



BEYOND CURBSIDE

Remember your Away From Home recycling too!

Only ask for the materials that are there, nothing more.

Use labels and pick the right containers/lids to prevent contamination.



LET’S GET STARTED

1. Have you called your MRF today?

2. Talk to your neighbors about regional efforts.

3. Adopt more effective outreach materials.

4. Invest a little time in evaluating your community.

5. Tackle contamination one thing at a time-

Start with BAGS!



THANK YOU!
Heather Cashwell

NC DEQ

(919) 707-8127

Heather.Cashwell@ncdenr.gov




