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Dumping trash likely to cost more

Landfill fees may rise to offset drop in waste, rise in fuel costs
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Franklin County landfill fees will likely jump
nearly 12 percent over the next three years because the
economy is down in the dump.

The Solid Waste Authority of Central Ohio is being
hit by higher fuel costs, lower interest earnings on
investments and more frugal customers. Businessis
down 3 percent at the landfill because people are holding
onto old items --- or buying fewer new items encased in
packaging that becomes trash.

Haulers pay SWACO $33.50 for each ton of trash
they dump at the landfill near Grove City. Lesstrash
means less income for the waste authority.

The landfill had expected 850,000 tons of trash to
arrive in 2008; instead, it ison course to get 825,000 to
830,000 tons.

Compounding the problem is that the authority's
budget lacks wiggle room. Its board pinched and
whacked its 2008 budget |ate last year after city,
suburban and private customers complained they
couldn't handle a fee increase on short notice.

The authority is operating in the red and is dipping
into its $6 million rainy-day fund. Next year, SWACO
faces a $3 million deficit.

"The proposed rate increases over the next three
years are intended to stop the bleeding," Executive
Director Ron Mills said.

Heftier tipping fees would be shouldered by
Columbus, which pays to dump trash using city income-
tax money. Homeowners in suburbs that charge
households for collection, and businesses that hire
private haulers also would pay more.

SWACO's nine-member board is expected to
approve the increases on Aug. 5, raising tipping fees $2
atonin 2009, and $1 atonin 2010 and again in 2011.

Dumping aton of trash would ultimately increase to
$37.50. Thiswould buy the board time to make other
cuts or find a better way to pay for operations, Mills
said.

On one hand, lesstrash is good news: It will extend
the life of the landfill and postpone the bill to build a
new one. But SWACO's equipment and environmental-
compliance costs are fixed. This year's budget was
drawn up based on income expected from a steady
stream of trash.

"We're committed to reducing the flow of trash
through recycling,” Mills said. "The difference is when

we're able to plan for it. It's when we're surprised that it's
aproblem."

Mills didn't rule out layoffs; SWACO employs 128
people.

"Everything is on the table," he said.

The authority's biggest customer, Columbus, would
pay about $650,000 more in 2009.

The fee increase was anticipated, said Mary Carran-
Webster, assistant public service director.

"We will have to find the money to pay the
additional fee," she said. "The city code requires that we
pick up trash once aweek."

City Finance Director Joel S. Taylor said the rate
increase would cut into Columbus' ability to pay for
other projects, such as new fire trucks, police stations
and street resurfacing.

But Taylor, who sits on SWACO's board, called the
proposed increase "about as cautious asit could be. ... In
my own belief, were in a situation where we don't have
much choice."

Some won't be affected immediately. Jefferson
Township, for example, locked its tipping feesinto a
three-year contract with a private hauler last year,
Administrator Ellen Walker said.

SWACO raised fees at its landfill $1.50 aton in
2006 and $1.25 aton in 2007.

The authority has a $36 million operating budget
this year; a $3 million deficit would be a 8 percent
shortfall.

Mills said other landfills are also seeing their waste
stream wither.

"Thisisvery odd. Thisisthefirst timein SWACO's
history that we've seen thiskind of sustained decline," he
said. "Some parts of the country, the decline is as much
as 20 percent."

Raising prices won't drive trash to private landfills,
Millssaid. "SWACO is $8 to $10 a ton below (local)
market rate."
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SWACO is expected to approve the increases on
Aug. 5, raising tipping fees $2 aton in 2009, and $1 a
ton in 2010 and again in 2011. The authority's biggest
customer, Columbus, would pay about $650,000 morein
20009.



