
ITEM # __25___ 
DATE: 10-25-11                                     

 COUNCIL ACTION FORM 
 
SUBJECT:   RESOURCE RECOVERY’S FREE DAY EVALUATION 
 
BACKGROUND:   
 
In August 2011, Staff provided information outlining the impact Free Day events have on the 
Resource Recovery Plant (RRP).  To recap the history and summarize that report, Free Days 
began on April 5, 1977 when the City Council took the following action: 
 

“Moved by Stevens, seconded by Koerber, to designate April 23, 1977, as Clean-Up 
Day an National Keep America Beautiful Day, and that all car line and pick-up truck line 
charges at the solid waste plant be waived on that date.”   

 
Over the years since that initial day, Free Days have grown to include two regularly scheduled 
events each year (the fourth Saturday in April and the second Saturday in September).  These 
two free days come at a time when Iowa State University students are moving in and out, 
resulting in tripling the volume of regular trash received at the RRP.  In the 34 years of hosting 
Free Days, they have grown from just citizens with cars and pickups as originally approved by 
Council, to now include collection events held at contract communities, small businesses, 
apartment owners hauling their tenants’ trash, and individuals that accumulate trash until the 
Free Day and then haul multiple loads to the RRP (as many as six trips in one day).  It could 
now be argued that these uses are not promoting community-wide sustainability, and are 
possibly encouraging wastefulness rather than responsible stewardship. 
 
Staffing for Free Days has doubled in order to reduce waiting times and provide the best 
possible customer service.  In order to host a Free Day, staff must close the plant to 
commercial haulers two or three days prior to the event to ensure adequate space for the Free 
Day material.  This results in excess of 300 tons of trash being diverted to the Boone County 
Landfill.  Sending commercial haulers to the Boone County Landfill is a direct loss of revenue 
for the RRP, ranging from $10,000 to $12,000 per day in scale revenue.  This does not include 
revenue from Refuse Derived Fuel (RDF) and ferrous or non-ferrous metal sales.  These 
events also result in lost landfill space, which is an ongoing concern for Boone County.  The 
financial impact on our RRP system of two Free Days a year has grown to over $68,000, while 
these days are utilized by less than 1% of Story County’s population. 
 
In addition, when the RRP is closed our local trash haulers and their customers are also 
negatively impacted.  Sending the haulers to the Boone County Landfill increases their cost by 
approximately $100 per trip.  This bypassing increases their liability and expenses due to 
additional miles driven, regular collection times are delayed for paying customers, and 
employee overtime expenses are increased.  Closing the plant results in very poor customer 
service to our regular haulers, which translates into poor service to their customers and the 
citizens of Story County.  Staff has observed that many items citizens bring to Free Days 
for disposal are things that can be picked up by their regular hauling company for a 
reasonable fee or no additional fee at all.  Private hauling businesses have also been 
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observed making multiple trips through the drop-off line on Free Days.  In summary, these 
actions actually result in the City being in direct competition with for-profit businesses, since 
the City does not charge for Free Day drop-off. 
 
Environmentally, Free Days are directly contributing to greenhouse gases when the 
commercial haulers are diverted to Boone, increasing trucking/fuel mileage, as well as when 
these additional materials are landfilled and ultimate produce more methane.  The 
community’s carbon footprint is further amplified by having 600-800 vehicles idling in line with 
materials that could have been picked up at their homes by their regular haulers. 
 
As directed by Council on August 23, 2011, staff gathered stakeholder input by hosting two 
open house-style public meetings on September 14 and 15, 2011.  To enhance attendance 
and input at those meetings, invitations were sent to our contract communities and to involved 
community groups, in addition to focused media exposure.  An article in The Tribune by Laura 
Millsaps explained in detail concerns of current Free Day operations prior to these public 
meetings and the most recent Free Day (this article is included in the attachments).  Because 
initial response to these input opportunities was very low, staff extended the comment period 
for online users. With all these attempts, only eight comments were received (attached).  
Those include a lengthy comment from a local garbage service company explaining their 
losses relating to Free Day activities and other general comments from the public. 
 
The public comments included suggestions that the Free Days could be spread out over a 
longer period of time, or that there be some form of ticket or voucher system might be used.  
Upon analysis, staff determined that those type of programs would not be feasible at current 
staffing levels, and could also foster a potential for fraud.  Other comments suggested there 
should be more information about alternative ways to dispose or reuse discarded materials, 
such as through the Freecycle and Craigslist internet venues and through Goodwill, Salvation 
Army, and other charitable organizations. 
 
Staff believes that additional public education and outreach programs to inform citizens of 
disposal or reuse options would be a valuable alternative to the current Free Days.  To 
facilitate community-wide beautification efforts, the RRP will also continue to support such 
civic efforts as Stash the Trash and the Skunk River Navy.   
 
ALTERNATIVES: 
 
1. Authorize elimination of the semi-annual Free Days, and expand public education and 

outreach through advertising and community presentations.  This would include 
actively pursuing presentation opportunities through Channel 12, at local community’s 
city council meetings, plant tours for local schools and universities, Science Nights, 
area service groups and organizations, and promotion of alternative disposal options 
through Freecycle, Craigslist, Goodwill, Salvation Army, etc. 

 
2. Direct staff to implement or explore other alternatives to existing Free Days, such as: 
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a. Moving Free Days from current fourth Saturday in April and second Saturday in 
September to lower-tonnage periods during the year. 
 

b. Scaling back to only one Free Day each year. 
 
c. Update Free Days as originally approved to allow only residential car and pickup 

fees to be waived.  
 

d. Update Free Days to allow only one trip per vehicle.  
 

e. Eliminate off-site collection points. 
 
f. Institute a lottery or rationing system to spread out those eligible for the service 

throughout the year. 
 
3. Continue with the existing Free Day process. 
 
MANAGER’S RECOMMENDED ACTION: 
 
Free Days are utilized by less than one percent of our service population, yet create a 
cumulative negative financial impact on the system of nearly $70,000 per year.  The impacts 
are also felt by the private haulers through lost revenues and the extra time and expense 
involved in diverting loads to the Boone County landfill. There are also several aspects of 
these days that do not support the Council’s goal of promoting environmental sustainability.  
These include the fuel burned by idling vehicles waiting in line to utilize the service, the extra 
fuel used by local garbage trucks travelling to the Boone County landfill for several days, 
space being consumed at an accelerated rate at the landfill, and tacitly encouraging 
wastefulness rather than resource reuse.  Further, other community-based efforts have 
developed since 1977 to address the need for a spring clean-up. 
 
Staff actively sought input from RRP users, participating communities, and the private haulers, 
with only eight responses being received acknowledging the excessive costs and financial 
impact to private haulers. 
 
It appears that the original purpose of Free Days was to assist in beautification efforts 
focused on a limited time period and geared to smaller loads from cars or pickups. 
Over time, these days have morphed into a quite different role.  Therefore, it is the 
recommendation of the City Manager that the City Council adopt Alternative 1, thereby 
approving the elimination of Free Days.  The elimination of this service is more 
palatable now that other services are available from the private sector to accommodate 
our customers.  Under this recommendation, staff will commit to expand public 
education to our customers regarding these alternative services through advertising 
and community presentations. 
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