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Given the consumer-oriented nature of the society we live in today, 
waste management and in particular recycling have become very       
important policy issues. My research focuses on analyzing a                    
fundamental change to the curbside recycling  program in Madison, 
Wisconsin. This work is designed to provide valuable information to 
municipal policy-makers as they seek to improve their own waste     
management and recycling programs. In addition, this research also 
has educational value to faculty and students in environmental and 
resource management programs at both the graduate and                       
undergraduate levels.                                                 .    

A CONTINGENT VALUATION STUDY
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Many communities have switched to single stream recycling in the past several
years. At the same time, there has also been an increase in the number of com-
munities using an automated collection system, with these program changes often
being implemented simultaneously. We conduct a double-bounded dichotomous
choice contingent valuation survey to estimate consumer willingness to pay
(WTP) for the combined switch to automated collection of solid waste with single
stream recycling in Madison, Wisconsin. We find a mean WTP of approximately
$3 per household per month, suggesting that on average, consumers perceive the
new program to be beneficial. We then perform a benefit-cost analysis where the
most conservative calculation yields an annual net benefit of almost $25 per
household from moving to single stream recycling with automated collection.
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The number of curbside recycling programs in the United States increased from less than
4,000 in 1991 to almost 10,000 in 2000. Despite this rise in recycling activity, society

continues to generate increasing amounts of garbage, and therefore, solid waste collection and
disposal remains an important policy concern for many communities today. Specifically, the
United States generated 509,155,516 tons of garbage in 2004, an increase of almost 25% from
2000 and more than 73% compared to 1990 (Simmons, Goldstein, Kaufman, Themelis, &
Thompson, 2006). Given this continual rise in garbage generation, it is curious that the
number of curbside recycling programs has declined recently, with less than 8,000 reported
in 2004. This suggests that some communities may have eliminated curbside collection of
recyclables possibly in response to pressures associated with reduced budgets and rising
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The authors conduct a survey to estimate the willingness-to-pay (WTP) for the
switch to automated collection of solid waste with single stream recycling in Madi-
son, Wisconsin. Because many respondents were unwilling to vote in favor of the
new program at no additional cost, the authors examine the factors leading to this
result. Study results indicate the probability of supporting the new program was
lower for those older than age 50 years and for those who stated that sorting
recyclables in the current system was convenient; individuals who identified with
either the Democratic or Green Party were more likely to support the proposal. We
believe the majority of “no” responses to this voting question are not protesting
bids and, therefore, represent a true zero WTP. In addition, the authors believe city
officials could have done more to influence the public’s perception of the new
program in their effort to facilitate this change.
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In the late 1980s, solid waste disposal moved to the forefront of the political agenda in the
United States. With landfill space becoming scarce and new federal regulations on landfill

specifications, it was becoming increasingly costly to dispose of solid waste. Many states
responded with policies designed to lessen the amount of waste entering our landfills. As of
1999, 43 states had enacted laws mandating recycling activity or banning certain items from
landfills, and in many cases these laws were accompanied by waste diversion goals. As a result,
the number of municipal curbside recycling programs in the United States increased from fewer
than 4,000 in 1991 to more than 9,000 in 1998. The number of programs remains around 9,000.
In addition, the percentage of Americans with access to curbside recycling services increased
during this period from about 25% to more than 50%. More important, the percentage of munic-
ipal solid waste (MSW) that is recycled increased from just more than 10% in the early 1990s to
more than 30% in 2000 (Glenn, 1999; Kaufman, Goldstein, Millrath, & Themelis, 2004).

As recycling programs developed and expanded, municipalities needed reliable information
on the economic feasibility of their programs. Several contingent valuation (CV) studies esti-
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