
 
 

 

   

 

MONTHLY RULE 45 REPORT 

JOINT COMMITTEES ON ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AND ENERGY AND 

ETHICS AND GOVERNMENT OVERSIGHT 

February 2021 

 

 

On February 10, 2021, at 1:00 pm, the Committees on Environmental Protection and 

Energy and Ethics and Government Oversight held a joint remote meeting pursuant to 

applicable law. 

• The purpose of this meeting was to hold a subject matter hearing on OIG Audit of the 

Department of Streets and Sanitation Commercial and High-Density Residential 

Recycling Enforcement. No vote was taken.  

 

The following Aldermen were in attendance:  

 

Members: Cardenas (12), Smith (43) Nugent (39), Martin (47), Reilly (42), La Spata 

(1), Hopkins (2), Dowell (3), Sadlowski-Garza (10), Daley Thompson (11), Burke (14), 

Curtis (18), Taylor (20), Scott (24),  Cardona Jr. (31), Waguespack (32) Rodriguez Sanchez 

(33), Ramirez-Rosa (35), Vasquez (40),  Cappleman (46), Hadden (49) 

 

Non-Members: Moore (17), Coleman (16), Brookins (21), Burnett (27), Reboyras 

(30), Napolitano (41) 

 

Chair Michele Smith opened the meeting with a statement regarding the impracticability to 

meet in person and took a roll call to establish a quorum, as reflected above. The floor was 

opened for public comment.  

 

The following number of speakers signed up to provide public comment: 0 

 

1. The Joint Committee on Committees on Environmental Protection and Energy 

and Ethics and Government Oversight addressed the following item(s): 

a. (F2020-68): Inspector General's audit of the Department of Streets and 

Sanitation's enforcement of commercial and high-density residential recycling 

requirements (i.e. buildings with five or more units).  

i. Ward(s): City Wide Sponsor(s): Office of the Inspector General (OIG) 

 

Note: No vote was taken at this hearing. 

 



 
 

 

   

 

Chair Smith gave opening remarks on the importance of recycling and its impact as a good 

government policy. 

 

Chair George Cardenas gave opening remarks on the current state of recycling and the impact 

waste has on climate change.  

 

Inspector General Joe Ferguson introduced the present members of his team and stated the 

findings of the audit. IG Ferguson clarified that the audit did not capture the Blue Cart 

Recycling Program through the Department of Streets of Sanitation (DSS). The audit did capture 

whether DSS, haulers, and property owners of commercial buildings and residential buildings of 

5 or more units comply with the Chicago Recycling Ordinance from 2017.  

 

The OIG found that DSS did not meaningfully enforce the 2017 Chicago Recycling Ordinance. 

There was no formal or consistent reporting process. The citation program was found to neither 

be fully functioning. IG Ferguson explained that the disaggregation of the Department of 

Environment (DOE) resulted in insufficient resources to enforce the Recycling Ordinance. 

Following the disbandment of the DOE, DSS inherited the responsibility to uphold the Chicago 

Recycling Ordinance without the appropriate resources to Nearly 41% of Chicago households 

are high-density units (5 or more units), which are not captured by the City’s Blue Cart 

Recycling Program. DSS did not file the mandatory reports required by the Ordinance. Per the 

Ordinance, haulers are required to report their contracts to DSS by February 28th of each year. 

The Commissioner of DSS is required to review and approve each report and refer non-

compliant haulers to the Department of Business Affairs and Consumer Protection (BACP). Of 

the 15 reports that DSS reviewed, 9 were incomplete. IG Ferguson stated the recommendations 

provided to DSS in the audit.  

 

Angela Tovar, the City’s Chief Sustainability Officer testified and noted the OIG audit 

underscored two serious challenges that the City of Chicago faces. 1) First, Chicago-area 

landfills have a very finite number of years left in terms of their capacity, making all efforts to 

maximize waste diversion of high-importance. 2) Waste is a potent source of harmful greenhouse 

gas emissions, which have accelerated climate change. In Chicago, according to the 2017 

Greenhouse Gas Inventory, 6% of our emissions come from the waste sector. 

 

CSO Tovar also stated that since July 2020, Delta Institute has supported the City with the 

creation of an overarching assessment, planning, and implementation strategy to overhaul the 

City’s materials management systems to reduce waste, increase diversion and recycling, and 

recover assets in the waste stream for economic opportunity.   

 



 
 

 

   

 

Chris Sauve, Deputy Commissioner for the Department of Streets and Sanitation reported on the 

Department’s progress on the OIG Audit. In a joint effort with the Department of Law (DOL) 

and the Department of Assets and Information Systems (AIS), DSS improved systems for citing 

violations and tracking complaints. DSS updated its Mobile Electronic Ticketing System (METS), 

and Mr. Sauve explained that DSS will conduct staff re-trainings on these systems. DSS will also 

improve guidance for residents on our website and 311 operators once staff training is complete. 

 

Mr. Sauve also explained that the Delta Institute and Mayor’s Office’s Policy and Sustainability 

team will conduct a comprehensive waste study on private waste and recycling collection issues. 

Mr. Sauve reported that the study is in the final implementation phase and that the study is 

expected to be completed in Spring 2021. The study will be instrumental in determining the 

direction and goals that need to be set to improve waste diversion for the City and region, 

including in commercial and high-density residential settings. 

 

Mr. Sauve explained to improve data collection and hauler reporting, DSS updated the 2020 

reporting forms to better capture data specific from waste haulers and permitted waste handling 

facilities. One specific improvement that was implemented was to require private haulers to 

report the buildings that decline recycling services. This information is expected to help inform 

DSS’s outreach to buildings about the ordinance requirements. DSS also improved its website 

and created a dedicated email address for reporting. DSS has discussed existing building data 

with the Department of Buildings (DOB), and thus far identified approximately 1,600 high-

density buildings. Moving forward this will allow DSS to provide targeted education and 

outreach to the high-rise population.   

 

Carter O’Brien from the Chicago Recycling Coalition (CRC) provided a history of the ordinance 

and CRC’s input for the updated ordinance in 2017. Mr. O’Brian explained that the prior 

ordinance, which was popularly known as the “Burke-Hansen high-rise ordinance” was enacted 

in 1995. DSS was known to not enforce the ordinance back then. Furthermore, when the “My 

Building Doesn’t Recycle” website launched in 2014, over 1,000 residents reported their 

building did not have a recycling program. DSS responded by adding an option to its 311 system 

that allowed Chicago residents to report scofflaws. Mr. O’Brian explained that in 2016, several 

activists, including CRC, worked with DSS to update the 1995 ordinance to require recycling in 

all Chicago buildings, increase fines and improve reporting of recycling at buildings not 

serviced by the Chicago Blue Cart Program.  

 

Mr. O’Brien explained that DSS has not had and continues to not be well-positioned to uphold 

the Recycling Ordinance as it does not have the required capacity to be effective. CRC was 



 
 

 

   

 

optimistic that collaborative efforts between DSS and external organizations like Recycle By City 

and the Delta Institute would lead to implementable changes.  

 

Chair Smith opened the floor for questions from Committee Members.  

 

Chair Cardenas asked how do we strengthen the Chicago Recycling Ordinance? Should the opt-

out language be revised? Chris Sauve reiterated from his remarks that DSS is working with AIS 

on its ticketing system. As far as tracking complaints, DSS has done that since the Ordinance 

was implemented in 2017 through the 311 system and Salesforce platform, which was used to 

track those complaints. Those reporting tools are the only available avenues for complaints of 

non-compliance to be reported. The Ordinance had allowed for a 30-day grace period for 

property owners/managers to enter a contract with a hauler. At the end of the 30-days a DSS 

inspector - Ward Superintendents -would follow up. DSS would also work with Law to send 

letters to property owners, not in compliance. Mr. Sauve admitted that DSS staff has not yet been 

trained on the new system.  

 

Chair Cardenas mentioned that COFA reports enforcement of the ordinance could be as simple 

as hiring two dedicated inspectors. Are there foreseen challenges with following through on this 

recommendation and how much in fines is DSS likely losing by not enforcing the ordinance. 

Chris Sauve explained that the biggest challenge is with the 30-day period.    

 

Chair Cardenas stated the 311 system does not seem to be an effective reporting tool for the DSS 

end. We may have records of complaints, but it is insufficient to follow up to meet those 

complaints. What can DSS & Law promise to do TODAY to ensure this brick wall complaint 

system is reformed?  

 

Chair Cardenas also stated we are throwing millions of dollars at waste haulers while these 

problems persist. How will DSS/Law commit to reforming the waste hauler RFPs and subsequent 

contracts? What criteria will be modified and what (positive) changes do they anticipate in the 

result?  

 

Vice-Chair Nugent stated that the COFA reports enforcement of the Ordinance could be as 

simple as hiring two dedicated inspectors and asked if DSS thinks two inspectors are enough. 

Commissioner Tully explained that the Department used to have upwards of 100 or so inspectors 

and now that number shrunk to 30 which include Ward Superintendents and Refuse 

Coordinators. Commissioner Tully said he does not believe that the addition of two inspectors 

would be sufficient.  

 



 
 

 

   

 

Vice-Chair Nugent suggested that fines are ‘ok’ and could be used to hire and pay for more staff. 

Commissioner Tully refuted by saying the goal of the Department is compliance and not 

revenue-generating. Chris Sauve added to allow for property owners to determine what type of 

recycling works best for their needs.  

 

Vice-Chair Nugent stated that area-landfill(s) have 10-years left before reaching maximum 

capacity and asked where recyclables go. Chris Sauve stated recyclables go to a processing 

facility and a tipping fee is paid at the transfer station about $40-$50 per ton of waste and ton of 

recyclables (same fee for both waste and recyclables). 

 

Chair Smith asked how many mid-range buildings are in Chicago. Chris Sauve stated that the 

number is currently unknown but looking into how to capture that data. Chair Smith followed up 

by asking about the grandfathered building collection audit and if DSS is still using that data. 

Commissioner Tully explained that the grandfathered building collection captured buildings 

receiving City services and that program was exhausted and have since sunset, meaning the 

Department no longer tracked that information.  

 

Chair Smith asked Kenneth Williams from the City Council Office of Financial Analysis (COFA) 

how two inspectors were determined in its report. Mr. Williams explained that the number was a 

starting point until the Department unlocked funding for additional staff. Mr. Williams explained 

that San Francisco has a robust waste program that includes an organics recycling program. 

Veronica Milton (COFA) explained that San Francisco launched the organics recycling program 

after establishing waste goal in 2003 for 2010 and categorizing its waste into three main 

categories (recyclable plastics, compostables, other recyclables). Ms. Williams explained that 

composting and recycling became required for both residential and commercial buildings and 

the City launched the largest food scraps collection program in the country. Additional policies 

included a single-use plastic bag ban, all events have a recycling plan in the permit application, 

C&D recovery ordinance, and another waste ordinance in the recycling plan. While the City 

likely did not meet its zero waste goal by 2020, San Francisco remains a leader in the Country.  

 

Vice-Chair Martin mentioned Alderwoman Hadden submitted a request for COFA to determine 

the funding needed for DSS to make up for the absence of the DOE and asked about METs. Mr. 

Sauve explained that because DSS cannot issue a ticket ahead of the 30-day grace period, DSS is 

working to include that METs can still comply. Mr. Sauve stated that the retraining of staff is 

anticipated in March. Vice-Chair Martin asked about DSS resources and what a more proactive 

program could look like. Mr. Sauve reiterated that DSS resources are limited though education 

is important as well as taking the list of 1,600 buildings acquired from the Department of 



 
 

 

   

 

Buildings (DOB) is a priority. Mr. Sauve also said there is a need to follow up with haulers 

about customers who have elected to not sign up for recycling.  

 

President Pro-Tempore Reilly introduced the argument that DOB would be better suited to 

enforce the Chicago Recycling Ordinance. IG Ferguson stated that while it is not the role of the 

Office of the Inspector General to conduct financial analysis, he would speak to actions already 

happening. IG Ferguson also reiterated points made by Carter O’Brian that non-city complaint 

lines have allowed for crowdsourcing of data, for efficient targeting and that scofflaws 

concerning recycling in high-density buildings, might also be a scofflaw for other building 

violations. IG Ferguson warned against a universal inspection program. Commissioner Tully 

stated that he would not object to assistance with reeducation and assistance with better 

resources. Ald. Reilly would like to follow up on which department would be best suited to 

enforce the Chicago Recycling Ordinance.  

 

Alderman Waguespack commended the work of DSS in picking up trash during the recent 

inclement weather. He also thanked the OIG for completing the report Chris Sauve responded 

that Requirement for permitting and then the requirements for haulers. Ald. Waguespack asked 

DSS how many haulers the City had for doing this type of work. They clarified that there were 

two different haulers one of which is hauling locations and the other is scavenger-type 

companies. Ald. Waguespack asked what the reporting from the haulers to the City was 

regarding their need to come into compliance. Chris Sauve responded that there has been a lack 

of resources to organize and follow up with haulers regarding coming into compliance. 

However, DSS reached out to BACP regarding the need to reach out to haulers who have not 

done so. 10/15 companies have not submitted their necessary documents. Ald. Waguespack 

asked if BACP was ready to take up the task of doing that outreach and DSS said that BACP was 

ready to do the outreach. He also emphasized the need to find the staff to go out and do 

proactive enforcement. Ald. Waguespack asked if the “Life Safety” Ordinance was being used to 

create a list of buildings. Commissioner Tully said he spoke with the Building Commissioner and 

it was made clear that the list in question would not be comprehensive. Ald. Waguespack asked 

that the RFP’s include folks outside of the traditional groups. 

 

Alderman Cappleman asked when reviewing best practices in other cities across the country, are 

there any incentives for businesses to recycle, and is there a correlation with a high rate of 

recycling to do so? Chris Sauve explained that the Delta Institute is working on an analysis of 

case studies from other cities as part of the waste study. Mr. Sauve added that while he did not 

know of specific cities’ best practices, many have regulatory processes called franchise zones, 

which determine which companies can operate in that area of the city so that there is a 



 
 

 

   

 

regulatory method for hauling companies to operate and service. In Chicago, property owners 

have to go out and solicit any hauler and depend on that hauler to provide rate information.  

 

Ald. Cappleman noted a pay-by-waste-generated incentive in Seattle, Washington. Ald. 

Cappleman asked what it would take to shift the culture to a waste-conscious one. Sauve 

suggested that a unified message would be helpful in Chicago.  

 

Alderman Thompson broke down the issues into the brackets of recycling and enforcing the 

current ordinances already passed by City Council. Ald. Thompson also asked whether or not 

the issue was that there is not a recycling market and Chris Sauve confirmed that it had dried up 

a bit. Alderman Thompson asked if every hauler in the City of Chicago had to have a business 

license and Chris Sauve confirmed they do have to. Alderman Thompson notes that the OIG 

suggests they review each report that comes to DSS but that it is a massive number of materials 

to sift through and that it isn’t fair to DSS to have to try and enforce it. Chris Sauve clarifies that 

the reports in question were only in regards to the haulers and not every business license. Ald. 

Thompson asked how many reports they got, and Chris Sauve reported that they get roughly 150 

reports each year. Ald. Thompson also suggested hiring an outside consultant and working with 

the Assessor to systematically tackle this problem. 

 

Alderman Curtis started by asking if buildings were required to recycle. Chris Sauve clarified 

that it is required in the ordinance. Ald. Curtis then stated it was easier during Ward based 

garbage collection because they had more people directly involved in the process. 

 

Alderman La Spata asked if the reports provided by haulers were made accessible to the public 

and Chris Sauve clarified that they do not actively make it public. Ald. La Spata then asked if 

private haulers had to offer to buildings recycling services and if the building opts out then they 

have to report back to DSS. Ald. La Spata then asked how many tickets have been issued into 

recycling non-compliance and Chris Sauve noted that in the years after the passage of this 

ordinance only a handful of tickets have been issued. 

 

Alderman Vasquez asked if they have thought through and different ways to raise funding for a 

larger recycling program. Chris Sauve said those conversations had not occurred, but they 

spoke with the Delta Institute about it. Chris Sauve did say he was in favor of franchise, zone 

systems, as a way of raising revenue and accountability of vendors.   

 

Alderman Moore stated that he voted to pass the Chicago Recycling Ordinance and explained 

his frustrations with the shortcomings of the ordinance in practice and emphasized that we 

should not put pressure on Ward Superintendents regarding this ordinance. 



 
 

 

   

 

 

Chair Smith began round 2 of questioning by asking Angela Tovar regarding equity issues on 

recycling. Ms. Tovar said that there are a couple of different equity concerns. Primarily, there is 

the land-use perspective regarding transfer facilities and landfills and the burden placed on 

different communities. Tertiary is the amount of outreach regarding the resources available to 

all City of Chicago residents. Chair Smith then asked Deputy Commissioner Sauve about 

franchise areas and jurisdictions that continue to have bottle return laws. 

 

Vice-Chair Nugent asked about the lack of specificity in the original ordinance and the attempt 

to “boil the ocean.” Ald. Nugent then asked about ways to incentives tipping fees and ways to 

change recycling to a bottom-up approach in the US. Ald. Nugent also asked for a clarification 

on what diversion rate and what a recycling rate is. The diversion rate is specific to diverting 

materials from going to a landfill.  

 

Vice-Chair Martin asked firstly about the overlap of companies doing recycling in large and 

small buildings. DSS confirmed there was a great deal of overlap. 

 

Chair Cardenas provided closing remarks.  

Chair Smith provided closing remarks. 

Chair Cardenas motioned to adjourn.  

 

The Committee having no further business, adjourned at 3:49 pm.  

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

 
George A. Cardenas 

Chair, Committee on Environmental Protection and Energy  

 
 

Michele Smith, Chair 

Committee on Ethics and Government Oversight 


