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Massachusetts is expanding its list of disposal bans, according to a
new solid waste master plan from the Department of Environmental
Protection (MassDEP). Starting in November 2022, disposal of
certain textiles and mattresses, as well as organics from locations
generating more than a half-ton per week, will be prohibited.
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The agency also plans to consider in 2025 whether to ban all organics
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from disposal by 2030. The state will also consider a "declining cap on
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carbon dioxide emissions from municipal waste combustors" as part
of a broader goal to cut 300,000 metric tons of carbon dioxide
equivalent per year from such facilities.
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Similar to its goals in a 2019 draft plan, MassDEP is aiming for a 30%
reduction in waste disposal volumes by 2030 and a 90% reduction by
2050 (from a 2018 baseline). The agency delayed the release of this
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plan to allow for new comments around climate change,
environmental justice and pandemic effects, though some critics say
the plan doesn't go far enough in these areas.
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Dive Insight:
Massachusetts was in a tight spot with disposal capacity when this plan
was initially discussed, and the situation hasn't gotten much better
since. The number of active landfills is dwindling, combustion facilities
are generally operating at capacity and out-of-state waste exporting is
increasingly common. Growing urgency around addressing climate
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change and environmental justice at the state level has added new layers
of complexity.
The state saw some progress on its prior 10-year reduction target, but
5.51 million tons were still disposed in 2019. Even if the new 2030 goal
is met, MassDEP estimates there will be an in-state disposal capacity
gap of 700,000 tons and "virtually zero" landfill space by that year. In
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this final plan, the state kept the door open to possibly permit another
350,000 tons of "innovative" disposal capacity in the future, while also
noting it could renew existing permits for combustion facilities.
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With that in mind, environmental groups such as the Conservation Law
Foundation (CLF) and MassPIRG have said the plan must be more
aggressive — both to reduce disposal volumes and to mitigate their
effects on host communities. MassDEP said it hasn't heard directly from
environmental justice communities on this latest plan, but it looks
forward to engaging. Meanwhile, the state says this is as far as it can go.
“We’ve tried to make our goals very aggressive, but in this plan in
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particular we really tried to look at the materials in the waste stream
and assess what we feel realistically could be diverted from disposal in a
10-year period given the state of our infrastructure," said John Fischer,
MassDEP's branch chief for commercial waste reduction.
In the master plan, MassDEP identifies (in descending order of
quantity) food, cardboard, untreated wood, textiles and bulky materials
as the greatest areas of diversion potential. The question of enforcement
funding is an ongoing one, with environmental groups regularly noting
the state doesn't fully capitalize on its current cardboard disposal ban,
but agency leadership sees value in expanding this approach.
The addition of clean textiles and mattresses to the state's list of waste
bans is seen as newer territory, though some level of local infrastructure
already exists to manage each stream. Fischer said the initial focus will
be on large generators rather than the residential level — for example,
hotels and dormitories throwing out mattresses — but he also views
textile diversion as a potential cost saver for municipalities.
The state's 2014 disposal ban for entities generating one ton or more of
wasted food per week has led to a significant uptick in available
processing infrastructure, but municipal adoption of organics collection
has been relatively limited. Groups such as CLF say Massachusetts
should follow Vermont's lead and ban the disposal of all organics much
sooner than 2030.
“That’s way too far out... We know how good that is for climate," said
Kirstie Pecci, director of CLF's Zero Waste Project, who believes this is a
key moment to make changes given rising waste and recycling costs.
“We’re even seeing more momentum around EPR and around the bottle
bill, because cities and towns are paying so much for their curbside
recycling.”
MassDEP's plan does note the agency hopes to engage more directly
with state legislators, including the growing Massachusetts Zero Waste
Caucus, on pending bills around EPR and bottle bill expansion. When
asked if this signaled support from Gov. Charlie Baker's administration,
Fischer said MassDEP would not be advocating for policy but wants to
be part of the discussions. Broader adoption of municipal pay-as-youthrow programs is also listed as a priority in the plan, but Fischer sees
any type of requirement as something the state legislature would need to
approve.
One area that may yield further disposal reduction without legislative
action is market development. The plan calls for creation of a State
Agency Recycling Market Development Council, as well as a new $1
million grant program focused on waste reduction and recycling
innovations. MassDEP's existing efforts have delivered an estimated $40
million in grants, loans and assistance for broader recycling projects
since 2010.
“The disposal bans that have been very successful in Massachusetts,
there’s been several years of targeted state market development
investment in creating end markets for those materials. They’ve really
been exemplary in that regard," said Lynn Rubenstein, executive
director of the Northeast Recycling Council.
NERC has tracked waste ban policies around the U.S., finding
Massachusetts to be among the more active states in this area. As for
market development, especially around organics, Rubenstein said
NERC's recent work on this has found plenty of room for improvement
as “there’s very little government use of our compost in our region.”
In the years ahead, MassDEP also plans to ramp up its focus on reuse
and reduction initiatives with a new working group, as well as to
continue efforts on construction and demolition material management
and broader food waste reduction.
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As for the industry's role in making all of this happen, the National
Waste & Recycling Association's regional vice president, Steve
Changaris, was supportive of the plan and called it "aggressive, but
prudent."
Changaris said his local members will be busy getting ready for
implementation of the 2022 waste bans, with the potential for
thousands of new organics collection customers if they aren't already
subscribing for service, but he sees these steps as a positive move toward
addressing Massachusetts' waste infrastructure challenges.
“Any ton diverted is a ton freed up," he said. “There’s a great imbalance
in the system.”
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