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by Steve Denton

In December the Decatur City Commission approved an amend-
ment to the solid waste ordinance to provide better accessibility 
for recycling for multi-family residents of the city. The ordinance 
affects approximately 2,600 multi-family dwelling units within the 

city limits.

The ordinance reduces the waste that ends up in landfi lls, provides an-
other portion of our population with access to recycling services, and 
reduces the multi-family properties’ costs for garbage disposal.

Multi-family properties are not required to 
use the City of Decatur Solid Waste service 
and can contract with third party collec-
tion companies. Therefore, these residents 
did not necessarily receive the same recy-
cling services as single-family dwellings. 
The purpose of the amendment is to pro-
vide residents living in multi-family dwell-
ing properties similar recycling services to 
those living in single-family homes. 

Multi-family properties are sometimes 
only equipped with a common dumpster 
for waste collection without any recycling 
services. Residents either collect their own 
recycling and deposit it at a remote location 
or throw recyclable items in with everyday 
trash. With the new amendment, multi-
family property owners and condominium associations must provide 
recycling services to their residents that include at least four materials to 
recycle such as paper, glass, metal, and plastic.

The owners and associations provide quarterly reports of the items re-
cycled and their quantities to the city. The ordinance was written by 
the Waste Management Advisory Board in cooperation with the Public 
Works department.

Everybody Recycles!
City Commission Approves Multi-Family Recycling 

Residents of Decatur apartments and condominiums, such 
as 335 Ponce de Leon, the Clairemont, and the Artisan, can 
now participate in the city’s recycling program. 



8  • Decatur’s Green Initiatives

by Gary P. Garrett

Joining the mayors of more than 
800 other cities in the United 
States, Mayor Bill Floyd and 
the City Commission signed the 

U.S. Mayors Climate Protection Agree-
ment in 2007. It commits the City of 
Decatur to act on behalf of its citizenry 
to take proactive steps to intentionally 
reduce its level of greenhouse gas emis-
sions consistent with reductions set forth 
in the Kyoto Protocol. 

Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels began the 
initiative on the effective day of the Kyo-
to Protocol and it was endorsed by the 
73rd Annual U.S. Conference of Mayors 
in 2005. Seven other cities in Georgia, 
including Atlanta, Alpharetta, East Point 
and Athens, have also joined the agree-
ment. 

The agreement is being enacted by cities 
throughout the country in efforts to also 
reduce the United States’ dependence 
on fossil fuels and accelerate the devel-
opment of clean, economical energy re-
sources and fuel-effi cient technologies 
such as conservation, methane recovery 
for energy generation, waste to energy, 
wind and solar energy, fuel cells, effi cient 
motor vehicles, and biofuels. 

The U.S. Mayors Climate Protection 
Agreement puts forward the need to re-
duce the production of greenhouse gas 
emissions in 12 principal areas. These 
include a commitment to the following 
statement: 

A Commitment in Writing
Decatur Signs Climate Protection Agreement

We will strive to meet or exceed Kyoto Protocol targets for 
reducing global warming pollution by taking actions such as these in our 
own operations and communities: 

1 Inventory global warming emissions in city operations and in the 
community, set reduction targets and create an action plan; 

2 Adopt and enforce land-use policies that reduce sprawl, preserve 
open space, and create compact, walkable urban communities; 

3 Promote transportation options such as bicycle trails, commute trip 
reduction programs, incentives for car pooling and public transit; 

4 Increase the use of clean alternative energy by, for example, invest-
ing in green tags (renewable energy credits), advocating for the 
development of renewable energy resources, recovering landfi ll 
methane for energy production, and supporting the use of waste to 
energy technology; 

5 Make energy effi ciency a priority through building code improve-
ments, retrofi tting city facilities with energy effi cient lighting and 
urging employees to conserve energy and save money; 

6 Purchase only Energy Star equipment and appliances for city use; 

7 Practice and promote sustainable building practices using the U.S. 
Green Building Council’s LEED program or a similar system; 

8 Increase the average fuel effi ciency of municipal fl eet vehicles; re-
duce the number of vehicles; launch an employee education pro-
gram including anti-idling messages; convert diesel vehicles to bio-
diesel; 

9 Evaluate opportunities to increase pump effi ciency in water and 
wastewater systems; recover wastewater treatment methane for en-
ergy production; 

10 Increase recycling rates in city operations and in the community; 

11 Maintain healthy urban forests; promote tree planting to increase 
shading and to absorb CO2; and 

12 Help educate the public, schools, other jurisdictions, professional 
associations, business and industry about reducing global warming 
pollution. 
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Earth Hour – 
a Global Effort

On March 29, Decatur 
joined millions of people 
around the world to literally 
“turn out the lights” for 
Earth Hour, a global effort 
to create awareness about 
climate change and a 
dramatic symbolic event 
to show how doing one 
small thing can make a 
big difference in the fi ght 
against climate change. 

Earth Hour took place 
throughout the world, 
with special events and 
celebrations focused 
in several U.S. cities, 
including Chicago 
and Atlanta. Decatur 
encouraged individuals 
and organizations to 
participate in Earth Hour 
and turned out the lights 
on the MARTA Plaza as 
a way of participating in 
raising awareness and 
demonstrating concern 
about climate change. 

Green Your Event!
Helpful Planning Guide Coming Soon

by Gary P. Garrett

Greening Events in the City of Decatur, a guide to planning 
environmentally sound events, is currently being fi nalized 
by the Waste Management Advisory Board and Decatur’s 
Special Events organizers. The guide is being produced 

with funds from the 2007 Barbecue, Blues and Bluegrass Festival grants 
program.

Decatur residents enjoy a wide array of annual special events such as 
concerts, July 4th festivities, an Easter Egg hunt, Book Festival, Beer and 
Wine Tasting Festivals, Arts Festivals, Wine Crawls, Barbecue Blues and 
Bluegrass Festival, and weekly farmers’ markets. Residents and visitors 
also participate in athletic events, school programs, neighborhood block 
parties, and a variety of other activities.

The Greening Events guide describes ways to make these events “envi-
ronmentally neutral” in both planning and implementation. The city has 
some programs already in place, such as the recently acquired portable 
recycle trailer. The guide is intended to assist events planners in effec-
tively using existing programs and implementing others aimed at mini-
mizing environmental impact.

The guide includes goals and planning tips for recycling, reducing food 
waste, using environmentally friendly products such as biodegradable 
utensils, and eliminating aluminum foil and Styrofoam containers. 

For events that bring in guests from outside the city, the guide recom-
mends promoting the use of MARTA. Having a plan in place to encour-
age local residents to bike or walk to events is another idea discussed.

When completed, the guide will be available online at www.decaturga.
com and from the Community & Economic Development department. 
Watch the website and the Focus newsletter for details. 

p g g
com and from the Community & Economic Development department. 
Watch the website and the Focus newsletter for details.
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A Brief History
Recycling and Pay as You Throw in Decatur

1990 The Geor-
gia Solid Waste 
Management Act 
of 1990 required 
that cities reduce 
solid waste by 25 
percent by 1996.

1990 Decatur City Commission established 
a Recycling Task Force to “develop, promote, 
and implement cost-effective methods of 
increasing recycling in Decatur.” Other charges 
included considering the fi nancial implications 
of recycling alternatives and assisting the city 
in implementing a comprehensive, cost-effec-
tive recycling program that is coordinated with 
other public and private programs.

1991 Members of the fi rst Recycling Task 
Force began meeting. They were Cheryl 
Burnette, Catherine Carter, Rachel Cochran, 
Kathy Katz, Stan Samuels, Vee Simmons, Ray 
Steward, David Studtman, Leonard Thiba-
deau, Marlene Webb, Harry Wistrand, and 
Robert Youngblood.

1992-1996  Dur-
ing these years the 
Waste Management 
Advisory Board and 
the City of Decatur 
implemented a va-
riety of programs to 
encourage recycling 
and help reduce 
solid waste going to 
the landfi ll. 

April 1992 Decatur hosted its fi rst Earth 
Day event on the square. Other events and 
activities included Telephone Book Recycling 
Week, a Magazine Recycling Pilot Project, 
composting, a monthly “Recycling Corner” in 
the Decatur Focus along with other initia-
tives. These efforts resulted in some reduc-
tion of solid waste but did not achieve the 25 
percent mandated by the state before 1996.

1997 WMAB and the city focused on public input and education 
during the development of the program. They wrote articles for the 
Decatur Focus and local papers, including the AJC. They sponsored 
public hearings and presented the Pay-As-You-Throw concept with 
three potential systems including bag, tag/sticker, and subscription can. 
The pros and cons of each option were discussed and questions and 
comments were received. 

Attendees were also encouraged to submit written questions and com-
ments. Members of the WMAB and city staff compiled the questions and 
comments and prepared answers that were made available at subsequent 
public meetings and printed in the Focus. 

January-June 1991 The Task Force met 
13 times, held a public meeting, and re-
searched a variety of recycling options. They 
made a set of 12 recommendations to the 
City Commission in August 1991. Among 
them was a recommendation to increase the 
recycling of aluminum cans and newspapers 
to include glass and corrugated cardboard.

The City Commission replaced the Recycling 
Task Force with the Waste Management Advi-
sory Board (WMAB), charged with providing 
ongoing guidance and input on recycling and 
other waste management issues.

October 1996 The Waste Management 
Advisory Board began discussions on how 
to further reduce landfi ll deposits and to 
charge for sanitation services more equitably. 
They adopted three goals: Reduction of trash; 
increase in recycling; equity. 

From these goals the WMAB developed a 
recommendation for a Pay-As-You-Throw 
garbage collection program that would: 

• Reduce landfi ll deposits by 25 percent over 
FY 91-92 deposits.

• Distribute disposal costs equitably among 
service users; i.e., users pay for what they 
throw away.

• Increase the volume of recyclables.
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April-November 1997 WMAB members, 
the Sanitation director, and the city manager 
met with garden clubs and neighborhood as-
sociations seeking input in the development 
of a volume-based program.

March 1998 WMAB submitted a Pay-As-
You-Throw volume-based collection program 
using a bag system to the City Commission 
for approval. The Commission approved the 
PAYT program with a July 6, 1998, starting 
date.

RESIDENTIAL LANDFILL DEPOSITS, IN TONS

Month 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Jul  453.44  462.52 326.46 267.65 313.53 378.02 376.78 340.10 365.63 349.31 320.76

Aug 480.89  422.15 306.48 309.34 343.77 344.56 358.87 346.95 359.27 372.39 340.74

Sep 424.30  383.18 284.30 272.39 329.16 317.53 325.56 328.17 342.98 342.35 318.15

Oct 397.09  387.98 314.19 324.65 357.00 351.53 354.13 337.78 326.44 321.08 331.41

Nov 395.12  356.79 279.78 340.30 316.40 347.27 327.32 320.27 371.13 321.10 314.18

Dec 461.19  407.76 317.10 363.38 340.51 324.81 375.28 388.65 350.15 346.90 309.83

Jan 07 411.26  409.18 273.38 332.97 364.68 356.50 358.60 322.61 340.49 357.08 324.30

Feb 316.37  345.43 259.25 313.68 300.55 282.08 300.49 301.03 290.71 214.18 263.54

Mar 401.49  399.23 305.21 352.04 350.71 351.46 321.90 332.64 353.43 306.43 330.50

Apr 391.18  428.97 329.76 327.30 429.48 400.99 373.29 401.57 397.07 297.26 294.07

May 416.09  405.68 299.55 374.77 362.04 425.50 410.14 335.81 381.90 340.24 318.14

Jun 431.30  443.83 336.57 324.17 355.21 353.63 360.37 380.60 388.39 226.07 349.51

Total 4980  4853  3632  3903  4163  4234  4243  4136  4268  3794  3815 

Avg/Mo 415  404  302.67  325.22  346.92  352.82  353.56  344.68  355.63  316.20  317.93

Pay As You Throw Works:
Now in its 10th year, the PAYT collection program has dramatically decreased landfi ll deposits 
and increased the amount of recyclables collected. 

In 1991-92, before recycling efforts took hold in Decatur, landfi ll deposits totaled 5,462 tons, or 455.71 tons per month.
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What Is the Greenspace 
Commission All About?

Accomplishments
The Greenspace 

Commission has:
Completed master plans for the 

Decatur Cemetery, Woodlands, the 
Oakhurst Community Garden, and 

the Decatur Greenway;

Acquired and permanently 
protected 12 acres of 

greenspace since 2001;

Conducted ongoing greenspace 
improvements and maintenance 

at Woodlands, Glenn Creek 
Nature Preserve, and 

Decatur Cemetery;

Secured more than $1.5 million 
       in grant funding for 
greenspace acquisition;

Completed a marketing plan to 
promote the Decatur Greenway;

Established partnerships with the 
Friends of Hidden Cove Park, the 

Glenn Creek Nature Preserve 
Alliance; Oakhurst Community 

Garden, and the Decatur 
Preservation Alliance;

Proposed revisions to the city’s Tree 
Ordinance to encourage no net loss 

of tree canopy;

Created greenspace maintenance 
standards.

“The greenspace, riparian buffers 
and natural environment . . . are 
among the city’s most valued and 
important assets, and the preserva-
tion of this environment is essential 
to the promotion of the health, pros-
perity and general welfare of the 
city’s residents and visitors.” (Ord. 
No. O-02-02, 4-15, 02). 

The Greenspace Commission 
(GSC) was established by local 
ordinance in 2002 to implement 
a program for greenspace acqui-
sition, enhancement, and main-
tenance. The primary work of the 
GSC is implementing the Pres-
ervation Corridor Master Plan, 
renamed the Decatur Greenway. 
This plan is the fi rst step toward 
linking Decatur’s natural systems 
together to maintain natural eco-
logical processes, improve air 
and water quality, and provide 
passive recreation opportunities 
to residents.

The Waste Management Adviso-
ry Board and Greenspace Com-
mission will be combined and 
folded into a new Environmental 
Sustainability Board (see page 4 
for details).

Flowering hedge lines the 
drive at Woodlands
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Here’s what city departments and employees 
are doing to minimize the environmental impact 
of their activities:
• The city purchased its fi rst hybrid vehicle.

• We’ve switched to green cleaning products in all city buildings.

• We print on both sides of the paper when making copies.

• The Revenue offi ce switched from paper fi les to electronic records
storage. 

• The Development department has reduced the number of plan copies 
required for permitting by sharing plans with the Engineering 
department.

• Reclaimed water is used to wash Public Works vehicles.

• Reclaimed water is used to put out the Bonfi re in December sponsored 
by the Decatur Business Association.

• Sensors have been placed on bathroom lights so they do not run con-
tinuously.

• Employees bring in their own cups and mugs for use during the work-
day thus eliminating paper cups.

• We use biodegradable cups, plates, and cutlery.

• We’ve installed dual fl ush toilets and waterless urinals in all depart-
ments.

• All city offi ces recycle.

• We recycle fl uorescent light bulbs.

• The Administrative Services department uses telecommuting 
and alternative work schedules to decrease the number of em-
ployees driving to work every day.

• Through a grant, the city obtained a mobile recycling station 
to use for recycling during events.

• We distributed reusable water bottles to volunteers during the 
MLK Jr. Service Project, thus preventing more than 800 water 
bottles from being sent to the landfi ll.

What Decatur Does 
City policies and programs

Want more copies of this 

special report on green 

initiatives in Decatur? 

It’s on the web! Just go to 

the News Flash page at 

www.decaturga.com, 

download the pdf, and print 

only as many as you need. 

In an effort to control costs 

and limit the impact on the 

environment, we’ve printed 

only enough to distribute 

with the Focus.
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1 Bag it – Use cloth bags for the grocery store and dry cleaner. 
More than 100 billion plastic bags are thrown away every 
year.

2 Stop Junk Mail – Contact the Direct Marketing Association 
at dmachoice.org/mps to remove your name from mailing lists 
of their members. More than 100 million trees are chopped 
down every year for junk mail sent to American homes.

3 Shut Down – Turn off your computer anytime you are not 
on it, and eliminate the screen saver function, which uses 
more energy than the sleep mode. The average computer left 
on all day uses nearly 1,000 kilowatt hours of electricity a 
year, producing more than a ton of carbon emissions.

4 A Mug of Your Own – Buy a reusable to-go mug and a 
bottle that you can refi ll with fi ltered tap water to use dai-
ly. Americans throw away 25 billion polystyrene cups and 
25  billion individual water bottles every year, most of which 
end up in landfi lls.

How Long Does It Take To Biodegrade?

Brown paper bag 1-5 months

Cigarette butts and fi lters 12 years

Plastic bags, caps and lids decades

Aluminum cans 2 to 5 centuries

Styrofoam containers virtually forever

Four Things
You can do now to help the planet
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A Tale of Two Bottles:
Where Does the Trash Go?

by Steve Denton

The following tale is a story suited for chil-
dren but also offers a reminder for adults.

Have you ever thought about where your 
trash goes once it leaves your house? Or 
what happens to the things you place in the 
recycling bin? Here is a tale of two bottles:

Two bottles sat side-by-side in a home for 
some time. Eventually, their contents were 
used up, and, empty, their paths diverged. 
One was placed in the green recycling con-
tainer and the other into the garbage can. 
The next day they were placed at the curb 
and picked up by the sanitation depart-
ment. 

The bottle in the recycling bin was taken to 
a large industrial plant, broken up into tiny 
pieces called cullet, then crushed, sorted, 
cleaned, and prepared to be mixed with 
raw material and melted into molten glass. 
It is easier and uses less energy to change 
cullet into new glass material to be made 
into a new bottle than to produce brand 
new raw glass material for a new bottle. 
This recycling process helps reduce air pol-
lution by 20 percent and water pollution by 
50 percent more. 

The other bottle, which was tossed in the 
garbarge can along with trash, dirty diapers, 
molding food scraps, and cigarette butts, 
was dumped into a larger pile of garbage 
called a landfi ll. Every so often the bottle 
will be jostled about by a big bulldozer, but 
mostly it will just lay there. It may lay in its 
spot for a million years, because it may take 
that long to biodegrade, or break down, 
from glass into the raw materials it was be-
fore it was a bottle. 




