
CITY OF CAMBRIDGE 
HISTORY OF THE RECYCLING PROGRAM 

 

1989-1991 Citizen volunteers, with the help of the Department of Public Works operate 
a once per month Drop-off Recycling Program for Cambridge residents.  
Materials were brought to drop-off sites by car, bicycles and foot.  Motivated 
by the ever-increasing amounts of recyclables dropped off by residents, 
along with state rules banning certain items from landfills, the City makes 
plans to establish a Curbside Recycling Program. 

January 1991 Thanks to sponsorship by the Massachusetts Water Resources Authority, a 
tank for the deposit of used motor oil is located in the Public Works Yard for 
use by the public.  The oil is picked up by a company that sells it as fuel for 
re-refinement. 

March 1991 City Council passes the Mandatory Recycling Ordinance, which requires 
occupants of all residential and commercial buildings to implement 
recycling programs.  The Ordinance set a goal of recycling 15% of our 
refuse within two years after the start of the curbside program and 25% after 
five years. 

April 1991 The City establishes a permanent Recycling Drop-off Center in the Public 
Works Yard to serve residents of large apartment and condominium 
buildings until these buildings can be incorporated into the Curbside 
Recycling Program. 

July 15, 1991 A Curbside Recycling Program for 27,500 households in buildings with 12 
or fewer units begins.  Materials collected are: glass, metal and plastic 
containers (#1 & #2) and newspaper.  The materials are picked up by 
Laidlaw Waste Systems and taken to Jet-A-Way, Inc., a processing facility 
in Roxbury, where the materials are sorted, baled and marketed. 

October 1991 Curbside collection of leaves and yard waste begins. 

November 1991 The Curbside Recycling Program brochure was translated into Spanish, 
Haitian, Creole and Portuguese.  They were supplied to advocacy 
organizations for these language groups. 

December 1991 First large building with 13 or more units is included in the Curbside 
Recycling Program. 

January 1992 The Recycling Drop-off Center offers the first seasonal and used phone book 
drop-off program. 

April 1992 “Cambridge Recycling, Inc.”, a group of recycling volunteers, begins selling 
home composters to Cambridge residents at cost. 



May 1992 The Recycling Drop-off Center begins to accept corrugated cardboard, and 
white and colored office paper. 

June 1992 Systems for recycling newspapers, magazines and food and beverage 
containers were first implemented in some City government buildings. 

Fall 1992 Magazines and catalogs are added to the Curbside Recycling Program. 

Fall 1992 All businesses in Cambridge are mailed a “Cambridge Commercial 
Recycling Guide” and asked to prepare a Recycling Plan describing how 
they are going to recycle recyclables that make up at least 5% of their waste 
stream.  For example, cardboard for a liquor store, bottles and cans for a 
restaurant or office paper for an insurance agency. 

January 1993 A new recyclables processing facility opens in Charlestown, owned and 
operated by Prins Recycling Corporation.  Laidlaw Waste Systems begins 
taking Cambridge’s recyclables there. 

Spring 1993 Paper grocery bags are added to the curbside recycling program.  The 
Recycling Drop-off Center begins to accept household batteries and plastic 
grocery bags for recycling and opens a free book exchange.  

June 1993 1,632 businesses have submitted recycling plans to the City, out of 
approximately 4,200 businesses in the City.  Because some of the plans are 
from building landlords whose plans cover their tenants, 2,500 businesses in 
the City are considered to be in compliance with the mandatory Recycling 
Ordinance. 

Fall 1993  The Recycling Drop-off Center begins to accept telephone books year round, 
as well as junk mail, many office papers, cereal and shoe boxes and used 
clothing for recycling. 

June 1994 The number of Cambridge businesses in compliance with the mandatory 
Recycling Ordinance reaches 3,000. 

July 1994 Phone books, office papers, junk mail and corrugated cardboard boxes are 
added to the Curbside Recycling Program.  Browning Ferris Industries (BFI) 
takes over the collection of recyclables from Laidlaw Waste Systems.  The 
recyclables continue to be taken to the Prins Recycling Facility in Boston.  
Information on recycling is made available on the City’s Recycling Infoline 
(617-349-4005) in Portuguese, Spanish, Haitian Creole and Chinese. 

Fall 1994 The Recycling Drop-off Center begins to accept #3-#7 plastic containers, 
plastic bags, beverage cartons, drink boxes, Styrofoam packaging and food 
service items.  Free compost and wood chips are made available to 
Cambridge residents at the Recycling Drop-off Center for the first time.  In 
subsequent years, these materials are available during Drop-off center open 



hours from early April through the end of October.  The Recycling Drop-off 
Center also begins to accept recyclables from small businesses at no cost. 

December 1994 The Department of Public Works launches a waste prevention pilot program 
in its main office building.  Paper cups are eliminated, the use of multi-use 
envelopes for interoffice correspondence is instituted, fax cover sheets are 
printed on used paper and companies sending unwanted mail to DPW 
employees are asked to remove these names from their mailing lists. 

January 1995 All 315 residential buildings in the City with 13 or more units have been 
included in the Curbside Recycling Program.  All 42,000 households in the 
City now have access to convenient recycling services at the curb or in their 
building. 

February 1995 Cambridge receives a “B” grade on the state’s first recycling report card for 
recycling between 20% and 30% of its trash. 

Spring 1995 Polystyrene Recycling Programs are launched in the cafeterias of the 
Peabody and Kennedy elementary schools. 

June 1995 The City begins to receive revenue for the recyclables it sends to the Prins 
Recycling Facility. 

June 1995 The number of businesses in compliance with the mandatory Recycling 
Ordinance is 3,186. 

June 1995 962 home composters have been distributed in Cambridge. 

Fall 1995 Comprehensive recycling brochures translated in Spanish, Haitian Creole, 
Portuguese and Chinese are mailed to families of public school students who 
speak these languages and are provided to advocacy organizations for these 
language groups. 

Fall 1995 The City include beverage cartons, drink boxes, plastics #3-#7, paperboard 
boxes and empty aerosol cans in the Curbside Recycling Program. 

Winter 1995 City Hall Annex building at 51 Inman Street if the first city government 
building to begin recycling “mixed paper”, in which virtually all office 
papers can be recycled. 

January 1996 Prins Recycling Facility stops paying revenues to the City. 

March 1996 Cambridge receives an “A” grade on the state’s second annual recycling 
report card for recycling at least 30% of its trash. 

April 24, 1996 The City begins an innovative new curbside recycling program for 
businesses, with 25 business customers signed up. 



April 1996 The City places public area recycling containers in City Hall and in the 
Department of Public Works building. 

April 1996 Eleven out of fifteen Cambridge public schools are now recycling 
polystyrene trays and cups in their cafeterias.  Nine public schools have 
begun mixed paper recycling programs, in which virtually all office papers 
can be recycled. 

April 1996 Eighteen out of forty-three city government buildings have mixed paper 
recycling programs. 

May 1, 1996 The number of customers in the Curbside Recycling Program for businesses 
has increased to 45 – almost double in one week! 

September 1996 The City begins removing Freon from household appliances. 

September 1996 The City places public area recycling containers in three more heavily used 
City buildings. 

November 1996 Twelve out of fifteen Cambridge schools are now recycling polystyrene 
trays and cups in their cafeterias. 

July 2000 City establishes CRT Recycling program in which residents and businesses 
can put one computer monitor or television at the curb on their 
trash/recycling day for collection.   Hard drives and keyboards are accepted.  
Residents must pay $15 for monitors/televisions with a diagonal screen 
length of 20” or more. 

December 2000 The Recycling Drop-Off Center begins accepting fluorescent light bulbs.   
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