
March 3, 2011 

Dear Honorable Mayor and City Council:  

This is the very first time in my 20 years of consulting that I have publicly criticized another consultant’s work 

and City staff, and I want to explain my reasons for doing so at a recent Zero Waste Commission meeting and 

in this letter. The Sloan Vasquez study commissioned by the Solid Waste Management Division of Public Works 

was not only truly shoddy work but also contained terrible policy implications for the City.  

The report is, at best, a sloppy but expensive piece, and it has the markings of a study whose conclusions and 

recommendations were determined at the outset of the project.  It contains many errors and omissions, and 

the City should not accept its analysis as valid or its conclusions and recommendations. Here’s one example: 

the City is told that it should raise commercial food scraps collection rates to at least as high as trash rates, or 

even higher, and the resulting revenue projection seems to suggest that businesses and apartment buildings 

would continue to participate in recycling food scraps at the current level. Elementary economic theory and 

empirical evidence holds otherwise; the program took hold because of the economic signal to businesses that 

they could benefit. We stand to lose 6,000 tons per year of commercial food scraps that now are collected and 

composted; this is a large amount.  

Sloan Vasquez described its work as “nuts and bolts, not policy,” yet most of its recommendations have 

enormous policy implications that would gut widely popular programs, services, and local enterprises. To add 

insult to injury, these recommendations are largely unsupported by verifiable hard data, and do not take into 

account their environmental, local jobs, and economic consequences. Some of the report’s main controversial 

recommendations boil down to the following: 

 

1. get rid of the Ecology Center involvement in recycling collection; 

2. get rid of CCC, and outsource the materials recovery facility; 

3. get rid of Urban Ore doing re-sellable finished products rescue from the transfer station before disposal; 

4. eliminate the City's sole recycling coordinator position (in a city where recyclables are over half of the 

materials collected); 

5. eliminate the differential between the trash and commercial organics rate, and maybe even include a 

surcharge for commercial organics above the cost of trash disposal; 

6. use a single exclusive franchise in lieu of non-franchised commercial haulers.  

Ostensibly, this report was commissioned to address the City’s refuse fund deficit. It looks more like a naked 

attempt to erode services, weaken local community groups, and destroy green jobs in Berkeley. I would like to 

offer my comments on the City’s refuse fund deficit and on efforts to correct the situation. First, a little 

background on myself: I am a 20-year resident of Berkeley, raising a family, and tending to three units I own 

here. I have worked on various consulting engagements for the City since 1992 on waste reduction, recycling, 

and composting program development, refinement, and expansion, in my role as President of Applied 

Compost Consulting, Inc., and as Solid Waste Group Manager for Environmental Science Associates. At present 

I work as an independent consultant and volunteer as a board member of various organizations, but I do not 



hold any interest in or role with any of the main actors in the recycling field in Berkeley. I want my city to reach 

its potential and live up to its goals and high standards. Good governance matters. 

The causes of the deficit in the refuse fund, from my perspective, are these: 

a. Bad management and planning. Both the past public works director and the immediate past solid 

waste program manage had negative professional histories before they were hired by Berkeley, and 

their previous difficulties were repeated here.  The current solid waste program manager has alienated 

staff, zero waste commission members, and the public. All of these managers had ample opportunities 

before the “crisis” hit to address the information systems management gaps, opportunities to upgrade 

equipment for efficiency’s sake, and to articulate the need to re-structure solid waste, recycling, and 

street sweeping rates to meet environmental policy goals while being fiscally prudent, and none of 

them did it. It is still not being done well, and the Division’s report treats Berkeley’s public 

environmental policy goals and regulatory requirements as if they didn’t exist or matter.   

b. Bad luck. The economy took a dive.  

c. Departmental mission creep or mismatch. It is a misplacement of waste reduction, materials reuse, 

recycling, and composting efforts—all of which are entrepreneurial and can create local jobs in the 

private and non-profit sector—to put them under the Public Works Department. Public Works should 

deal with hard infrastructure, such as roads and pipes, and perhaps with trash collection and disposal. 

Responsibility for natural resource conservation—water, energy, materials (recycling, composting, 

reuse, reduction)--belongs in an environmental services or resource development department or 

equivalent. The best programs on the west coast—San Francisco, Metro (Oregon), Portland, Seattle, 

San Jose—do not subsume recycling under Public Works.  

One should not rule out the possibility that that Sloan Vasquez was guided to its conclusions by some of the 

aforementioned management. I attended the pre-bid meeting for this RFP, and it was clear from responses to 

my questions about public process that they had every intention of keeping the Zero Waste Commission, the 

recycling coordinator and recycling management analyst, and the public out of the loop during the study. Bad 

management was a leading cause of the problem in the refuse fund.  Why would anybody think that a study 

commissioned and tightly controlled by the two top people in charge of solid waste could locate the problems 

within the division’s management itself? I am not talking in a standard us/them, union/management 

dichotomy; I am saying that management is responsible for making capital investment decisions, organizing 

information management systems, and setting or proposing rates, and that management bears responsibility 

to run programs that meet multiple public policy goals and requirements.  

Instead, we have a thinly-veiled veneer of fact-finding placed over an effort to privatize or de-localize services 

performed by community-supported organizations (CCC, Ecology Center, Urban Ore, and others). This was a hit 

piece, produced by an ill-informed shill, on behalf of managers seeking to shift blame. 

For these reasons and many more, it is an affront to me and my neighbors that the City behaves as poorly as it 

does. We like waste reduction promotion, recycling, buy recycled campaigns, composting, the Ecology Center, 

local jobs for blue-collar workers, and don’t mind paying a little bit extra to keep some local green jobs and 

recycling infrastructure mixed with strong environmental outcomes.  



We pay far less for essential trash, recycling, composting, and street sweeping service than for basic cable 

television service. We might gripe a little about paying, for instance, an extra $25 a year for these services, but 

we’re ready to do so, provided the City delivers reasonably good service and doesn’t outsource materials 

management to large, out-of-town companies. Raise the rates if you must, but don’t gut programs and 

services that my family, the businesses I frequent, and my neighbors like. 

Please change the division’s management, re-structure the rate system to raise adequate revenue while 

providing incentives for customers to do the right thing, make a few worthwhile collection vehicle efficiency 

adjustments, and place resource conservation and recycling activities outside Public Works, without trashing 

good programs and the City’s longstanding ties to Berkeley-based recycling groups and businesses. 

Sincerely, 

 

Steven Sherman 

3139 Lewiston Avenue 

Berkeley, CA 94705 

(510) 773-2776 


