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Fires and Waste
2011

Based on the duration and 
# of personnel on fires in 

2011, our interagency fire 

fighting teams are 

estimated to have 

generated between 6.7 
and 9 million pounds 

of trash in AZ and NM.

NOTE: It is estimated that 

40-70% of the waste 
from fire camps is 

recyclable and/or 
compostable.

Source for converting CY of trash to pounds of Municipal Solid Waste: https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-
04/documents/volume_to_weight_conversion_factors_memorandum_04192016_508fnl.pdf



What have we 

learned so far?



2017 Pinal Fire, Tonto National Forest (AZ)

Type 1 Fire, ~600 fire staff personnel

What is wrong 
with these 

photos?



Do you think this signage worked?

Signage and Location are Critical

Nope!

Photos from Whitewater ICP, Aug 2017



Who are the players?

These are the individuals that initiate the request for incident recycling 

These are the individuals that receive the request, process it, and 

handle the procurement

These are the individuals that set the leadership tone on the fire camp.



Some concerns I heard along the way…

We don’t have recycling in our community.

Recycling is too expensive. 

There aren’t any companies that do this.



Building 

momentum 

starts with 
resolving 

concerns and 

perceptions



I needed to do my research…

Concern 1: We don’t have recycling in our community.

 Where can we recycle?

 What can we recycle?

Concern 2: Recycling is too expensive.

 What is the staffing requirement to manage a recycle program 

at a fire camp using “in-house” resources?

 If we contract this service instead, will it cost more?  How much 

more?

Concern 3: There aren’t any companies that do this.

 What companies can provide on-site recycling services for an 

unknown number of consecutive days in an unknown but likely 

rural location with extreme circumstances?



Closest recycle drop-off What recyclables are accepted

Southwestern Region
Recycle Matrix

Detailed recycling 
information for every District 

Office in AZ and NM



In-House versus Contract 
Incident Recycling Costs

 Assuming a fire camp with 1,000 personnel, the daily cost to 
provide on-site recycling management was estimated:

 “In-House” Resources: ~ $2,947 - $4,447

 Contracted Serv ices: ~ $2,600 - $3,045

 This cost equates to roughly $2.50 per person, per day on the fire 
camp.

 As a point of comparison to other fire camp operating costs, 
providing port-a-potties and handwash stations is 3X more 
expensive than incident recycling when there are 1,000 people at 
a fire camp.

 On the Whitewater fire, incident recycling was estimated to cost 
0.05% of the total daily fire camp operating costs.

Item Daily Costs

200 
personnel

200-499 
personnel

500-999 
personnel

1,000 
personnel

Port-a-potties and hand 
wash stations $1,760 $4,328 $8,791 $8,800

Contracted Incident 
Recycling $1,400 $2,000 $2,400 $3,000

Recycling by 
contract is close 

to and 
sometimes 

cheaper than 

the cost of using 
in-house 

resources.



 If we do not divert recyclable and compostable material from our 

waste streams, our landfills will reach their maximum capacity 

prematurely. 

 The EPA est imates that a new landfill costs between $11.9M and $27.5M!

 Recycling creates 6 times as many jobs per ton of solid waste 

managed when compared to landfilling.1

 Based on EPA data, there are 1.57 jobs, $76B in wages generated from every 1,000 
tons of recyclables collected and recycled. 2

 NM currently recycles roughly 16% of its waste stream (many states are 

already achieving 50% to 75% waste diversion rates).

 I f New Mexico could achieve a 50% diversion rate, it  is est imated that 9,000 direct 
and indirect new jobs would be created3

Economic Costs and Benefits 
from Incident Recycling

1. https://www.thebalance.com/recycling-and-new-job-creation-2878003
2. https://www.epa.gov/smm/recycling-economic-information-rei-report

3. 2013 study completed by NM Recycling Coalition

https://www.epa.gov/smm/recycling-economic-information-rei-report


Market Research on 
Incident Recycling Companies



Leadership 

commitment 

through policy 

really matters



Leadership and Policy Drive Change

Our National Fire 
Director published a 

memo this year related 
to increasing waste 

diversion at fire camps.



Results



Greening Fire…It really is possible.

• In 2017, an incident recycling company was hired to provide on-site, comprehensive 
recycling services on the Willamette National Forest fire.

• They worked 41 consecutive days on this fire and diverted nearly 50% of the waste from 
the landfill (and would have diverted 71% with compostables).

• Over $8,000 was credited back to the host Forest utilizing Oregon’s $0.10 bottle 

redemption program.



Pacific Northwest Region

Incident Recycling – 2018

• On the Taylor Creek fire in southern Oregon, Triple Flare 
was recycling roughly 30,000 bottles/cans and 40 cubic 

yards of cardboard per week.
• On the nearby Klondike fire, Triple Flare achieved almost 

50% diversion rate, was averaging over 4,000 bottles a 

day and truckloads of cardboard, and is now managing 
recycling on the Delta fire in California



Southwestern Region

Incident Recycling – 2018

Tinder Fire (2-7 May)
Cardboard: 4,000 lbs.

Plastics: 500 lbs.
Aluminum/tin: 10 lbs.
Non-perishable food collected/donated: 250 lbs. 
Batteries recycled: 300 lbs
Metal: 5 lbs

Rattlesnake Fire (26 Apr - 1 May)
Cardboard: 3,200 lbs.

Plastics: 600 lbs.
Aluminum/tin: 25 lbs.
Non-perishable food collected/donated: 125 lbs. 
Batteries recycled: 250 lbs
Metal: 10 lbs

Dienier Canyon Fire
Cardboard recycled: 2,500 lbs

Plastic/paper:  500 lbs
Aluminum: 5 lbs
Metal: N/A
Non perishable food donated: 75 lbs
Batteries recycled/donated: 250 lbs

3 Fires: 12,605 pounds diverted 
from the landfill



Can we take the “think” out of recycle, 
so that the “do” is automatic?



Words from the field, 11 May 18

 “I actually brought up in our <After Action Report> from the XX Fire that our 
team needs to consider being leaders instead of responders to this 

recycling initiative. I emphasized that in the future recycling will not be 
something we think about doing half way through the incident, but 

something that will just be on the pre-order and what we do. I encouraged 

that we be leaders in this. The change can be slow Kelly, as you know, but I 
think if we keep pushing and keep showing how easy it is with these 

contractors, eventually it WILL take hold. I’ll admit that as I started in 
facilities it was something “I had to do when they made me”, but I 

understand and now want to embrace this concept as it is the future of fire, 

it’s not as tough as people think, it actually saves in some ways and it’s 

really just “the right thing to do”.”



Please let me know 

your ideas to help me 

improve this program.

Thank you!

Kelly Jaramillo
USDA FS Southwestern Region Sustainable 

Operations Specialist
505-842-3827

kjaramillo@fs.fed.us


