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ABSTRACT

In 2008, Florida enacted a goal to recycle 75 percent of its municipal solid waste by the 
year 2020, the most ambitious state recycling goal in the nation at that time.  It also more 
than doubled Florida's previous recycling goal (30 percent, set in 1988), despite its actual 
recycling rate being below that level.  This law also expanded the definition of recycling 
to include “any solid waste used for the production of renewable energy,” commonly 
referred to as waste-to-energy (WTE).  

Florida's Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) was tasked with developing a 
plan to achieve the new goal.  DEP sought and received input from stakeholders, and 
provided its conclusions to the governor and legislature in 2010.  Subsequent legislation 
did little to increase material recovery (i.e., recycling) practices in Florida, but initially  
calculated recycling rates in excess of 100 percent for some counties that use WTE 
facilities. 

Using a combination of ethnographic and archival research methods, this paper analyzes 
stakeholder perspectives about the policymaking process and its results.  Common 
themes include broad support for recycling, but disagreements about how to improve it; 
doubt that a 75 percent recycling goal is achievable; frustration with the policymaking 
process and its results; and assumptions that certain special interest groups had more 
influence over DEP and the legislature than other stakeholders.  

Procedural justice literature suggests that good governance must have robust stakeholder 
input and be transparent, accountable, coherent and effective.  Thus, public policies 
should be evaluated according to their outcomes and the processes by which they are 
created.  Indeed, research suggests that stakeholders' compliance with a law is correlated 
with their perceptions of how fairly it was developed.  Florida's 75 percent recycling goal 
presents a case study of how public policy, process and response can go wrong.  Yet this 
paper also identifies opportunities for improvement that can be taken by policymakers 
and stakeholders.  Conclusions also incorporate Florida's environmental history, as well 
as the global significance of municipal solid waste and policies for its reduction.
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CHAPTER ONE:

INTRODUCTION TO “GARBOLOGY”

Garbage is a kind of social fact, something so ubiquitous yet almost invisible to 

the daily routines of most people that it is often assumed to be an inevitable byproduct of 

human existence.  Likewise, its management is often taken for granted.  But the garbage 

and recyclables we put at the curb do not just magically disappear.  As the title of Pinellas 

County's award-winning education program says, there is “No Such Place as Away.”1 

Policies enacted since the mid-1960s changed America's disposal practices from 

primarily open dumps into a highly-regulated system of integrated solid waste 

management.  This transformation mostly took place in the span of one generation on the 

heels of the federal government's 1965 Solid Waste Disposal Act.2  However, much work 

remains in the quest to remedy unsustainable patters of consumption and waste.

While the study of very old garbage has long been the purview of many 

archaeologists, it was William Rathje's “Garbage Project,” initiated at the University of  

Arizona in 1973 that ushered in a new era of academic attention to the study of 

contemporary municipal solid waste.  William Rathje and Cullen Murphy's book 

1
� Pinellas County's “No Such Place as Away” education program: 
http://www.pinellascounty.org/utilities/teachers/tours.htm (accessed 12 March 2012).  

2
� 1965 U.S. Solid Waste Disposal Act, amended in 1976 by the Resource Conservation and Recovery 
Act. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA): http://www.epa.gov/osw/laws-regs/rcrahistory.htm 
(accessed 28 March 2012).

http://www.epa.gov/osw/laws-regs/rcrahistory.htm
http://www.pinellascounty.org/utilities/teachers/tours.htm


Rubbish! covers the emergence of “garbology” and the results of two decades of sorting 

and analyzing the material record discarded by twentieth-century consumers.3  The timing 

of the Garbage Project's research coincided with increasing concern in the United States 

about environmental issues.  Much of the book compares the results of scientific research 

with a wide range of unscientific claims about garbage crises and supposed panaceas. 

Rathje and Murphy's book is preceded by historian Martin Melosi's Garbage in 

the Cities, which details a century of developments in municipal solid waste management 

beginning in 1880.4  (Melosi's revised edition brings the account into the twenty-first 

century.5)  According to Melosi, rapid population growth during this period's urban-

industrial expansion forced a shift in responsibility for waste management from the realm 

of individuals to municipalities and higher levels of government. Sanitary reform was 

both ethical and technical.  The traditional out-of-sight, out-of-mind approach became 

unacceptable and authorities explored various alternatives for dealing with wastes, 

ultimately leading to the development of modern “sanitary” landfills, incinerators, and 

recycling operations throughout the U.S.  Melosi's historical account includes data 

gleaned from numerous archival sources, including the quantities and composition of 

waste during this period.  

3
� William Rathje and Cullen Murphy. Rubbish! The Archaeology of Garbage. 2nd ed. Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 2001.  (First edition published 1992).

4
� Martin V. Melosi. Garbage in the Cities, Refuse, Reform, and the Environment, 1880-1980. College 
Station, TX: The Dorsey Press, 1981.

5
� Melosi, Garbage in the Cities: Refuse, Reform, and the Environment (Revised Edition), University of 
Pittsburg Press, 2005.



The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) provides its own account of 

recent developments in municipal solid waste management titled 25 Years of RCRA: 

Building On Our Past To Protect Our Future.6  It describes how federal regulations 

evolved from improving disposal technology to more global issues of conserving 

resources and preventing pollution through source reduction and recycling.  The advent 

of integrated solid waste management, as well as specific recycling goals, is attributed to 

an “Agenda for Action” published by the EPA in 1989, which called for an “integrated 

approach to waste management” by all government levels and set a national goal of 25 

percent recycling and source reduction to be achieved by 1992.7  

Florida's place in the history of American waste appears to have been largely 

neglected up to this point.  Chapter Three of my thesis is an attempt to begin addressing 

this oversight.  While it is not an exhaustive account, it traces the transition of local and 

state officials responding to early 1900s public health issues, the post-World War Two 

population boom and its challenges to municipal infrastructures, and the emergence of 

increasingly global concerns for environmental protection during the latter part of the 

century.  This paper touches on notable highlights to provide background for the focal 

point of my research, which is an ethnographic account of Florida's contemporary 

policymaking efforts related to the state's new goal to recycle 75 percent of its municipal 

6
� U.S. EPA, 25 Years of RCRA: Building on Our Past To Protect Our Future. 2002: 
http://www.epa.gov/osw/inforesources/pubs/k02027.pdf (accessed 12 March 2012).

7
� Ibid., 8-9.

http://www.epa.gov/osw/inforesources/pubs/k02027.pdf


solid waste by the year 2020.  While the 75 percent goal was enacted in 2008, it 

contained little in the way of detail.  The statute directed Florida's Department of 

Environmental Protection to gather public comment and prepare a plan that could be 

codified by the legislature in 2010.  A chronicle of that process, including participants'  

perspectives about it, is presented in Chapter Four.

Consumption is an intimately connected but oft overlooked part of the cycle of 

economic activity that ends with management of waste.  Susan Strasser's Waste and Want 

compliments the historical work of Melosi and others by addressing the changes in 

definitions of and attitudes towards waste in American society.8  Much of her analysis is 

concerned with popular publications from the same approximate time frame as Melosi, 

and it portrays a gradual but persistent shift from a culture dominated by values of thrift 

and conservation to one dominated by convenience and consumption.  Strasser's work 

may be seen as an extension of classic texts such as Thorstein Veblen's Theory of the 

Leisure Class and Vance Packard's The Waste Makers.9  

Vance Packard's thesis remains salient after half a century.  Credited with coining 

the phrases “planned obsolescence” and “throwaway society,” he is commonly invoked 

by contemporary critics of the social, economic, and environmental consequences of 

unlimited consumption.10  Packard's work is implicit throughout Confronting  

8
� Susan Strasser. Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash. New York: Henry Holt & Company, 2000.

9
� Thorstein Veblen, Theory of the Leisure Class (Macmillan, 1899); Vance Packard, The Waste Makers  
(McKay, 1960).

10



Consumption edited by Thomas Princen, Michael Maniates and Ken Conca.11  Turning 

routine assumptions inside-out, Princen et al. endeavor to interpret all stages of 

production as consumption and to identify efforts to counteract the harmful aspects of 

wasteful consumerism.  Particularly useful here is the chapter titled, “Distancing of 

Waste: Overconsumption in a Global Economy,” in which Jennifer Clapp argues that key 

decision makers (producers, consumers, and policymakers) do not receive adequate price-

signals of the social and environmental consequences of their purchasing decisions.12

Such are the burdens of resource and waste management in the present era of 

global interconnectedness.  Policies in Florida impact and are impacted by the world's 

climate—be it atmospheric, economic, or political.  In Chapter Five, I compare the 

results of two different eras of solid waste policymaking in Florida, and why the process 

matters (or should matter) to citizens as well as stakeholders.  Results matter, too, and 

that is why Chapter Six examines the environmental impact of Florida's garbage in a 

global context.  The effectiveness of policies aimed at increasing recycling and 

decreasing waste receive much less academic attention than other aspects of solid waste 

management.  Clearly, society needs engineering studies related to facility design and 

waste composition, but we also need to learn how to make less waste in the first place.  In 

addition to providing some insights about the policymaking process in Florida, I also 

� Nick Robbins, “Making sustainability bite: transforming global consumption patterns.” Journal of  
Sustainable Product Design, July 1999, 8.

11
� Thomas Princen, et al. Confronting Consumption (MIT Press, 2002).

12
� Jennifer Clapp. “The Distancing of Waste: Overconsumption in a Global Economy.” In Thomas 
Princen et al. Confronting Consumption, 2002, 155-176.



hope to inspire other scholars to take on the many facets of waste.

The Florida experience with solid waste management is the focus of my thesis. 

Questions include: How and why did we end up with the official state goal to recycle 75 

percent of our municipal discards?  What do “stakeholders” think about the policymaking 

process and its results?13  Specifically, do they believe that their input or the best 

available information was used?  More generally, who or what had the most influence on 

solid waste management policies in Florida?  And looking forward, how should we invest 

the state's limited economic and political resources for the conservation of more basic and 

global resources: materials, energy, and a hospitable environment?

Research methods articulated in Chapter Two began with participant-observation 

in 2008 when Florida enacted the highest recycling goal of any state in the nation.  While 

the results of ethnographic research form the centerpiece of this project, numerous 

informants helped me recognize the need to put these finding in historical context.  The 

research process was not as linear as the following chapter might make it appear.  For the 

sake of continuity, methods are presented by starting with the old (archives) and the 

broad (survey) and narrowing to focus groups and individual interviews.  However, a 

chronological map of the process would be a patchwork of these methods interwoven 

with participant-observation as the constant thread from start to finish.

13
� “Stakeholders” for the purpose of this paper are the people who participated in FDEP's policymaking 
process.  The fact that others (e.g., the state's 18 million citizens) also have a stake in Florida's solid 
waste policies is discussed in the final section, “Limitations and Opportunities for Further Research.”



CHAPTER TWO:

RESEARCH METHODS

The ethnographer is interested in understanding and describing a social  
and cultural scene from the emic, or insider's, perspective.  The  
ethnographer is both storyteller and scientist; the closer the reader comes  
to understanding the native's point of view, the better the story and the  
better the science.14

--David M. Fetterman, Ethnography: Step by Step (Sage, 1998)

Prior to embarking on this research project, and for several years during it, I 

worked for local government solid waste programs.  My first forays into the field began 

in 2000 as an intern for the City of Jacksonville's recycling coordinator while finishing 

my undergraduate studies at the University of North Florida.  I was initially skeptical of 

recycling, which seemed to me an act of faith that the bottles, cans, and newspapers put 

in the recycling bin were, in fact, recycled rather than just trashed.  However, I quickly 

gained an appreciation for what actually happens to the stuff that most people 

unthinkingly throw “away,” and continued to work for this department from 2001-2003.  

Pinellas County’s Solid Waste Operations hired me in 2004.  I developed an 

education program about the county's integrated solid waste management system and 

helped plan and coordinate their waste reduction and recycling programs.  During this 

14
� David M. Fetterman.  Ethnography: Step by Step. Second Edition. Applied Social Research Methods 
Series, Volume 17. Sage Publications, 1998, 2.



time I became increasingly involved in the professional community, including 

membership in the Solid Waste Association of North America (SWANA) and National 

Recycling Coalition, as well as serving on the board of directors of Florida's state 

recycling organization, Recycle Florida Today (RFT), from 2006-2008.15  My experience 

in the field is mentioned here to make the case that this research endeavor has many 

characteristics of an ethnographic study, albeit a non-traditional one.  Having been 

immersed in the (professional) culture of municipal solid waste management for a 

significant period of time, I earned the trust of many colleagues and gained access to a 

deeper understanding of roles and relationships within Florida's solid waste management 

community that is less readily available to outsiders.  

I began graduate study at the University of South Florida in the fall of 2007 and 

continued to work for Pinellas County through the end of 2010.  Meanwhile, the Florida 

Legislature passed and Governor Charlie Crist signed the Energy, Climate Change, and 

Economic Security Act of 2008 (House Bill 7135; abbreviated “2008 Energy Act” in this 

paper).  Buried deep within this legislation was a new goal to recycle 75 percent of 

Florida's waste by 2020, which was the most ambitious state goal of its kind in the 

country in 2008.  Florida's recycling rate at that time was 27 percent, a few points shy of 

the previous 30 percent goal established in 1988.  The new law did not include many 

details, but it did require the Florida Department of Environmental Protection (FDEP) to 

gather stakeholder input and develop a plan by 2010 for achieving the 75 percent goal. 

As Pinellas County's recycling coordinator, my job took on a new dimension due to this 

15
� Recycle Florida Today, Inc: http://www.recyclefloridatoday.org (accessed 12/25/09).

http://www.recyclefloridatoday.org/


statewide policymaking process.

Prior to reading Renato Rosaldo's Culture and Truth, I had intentionally 

overlooked my immediate surroundings as an object of study.16  Municipal solid waste 

management was my research topic, but I was initially concerned with a more global 

scale.  However, Rosaldo's book opened my eyes to new possibilities for qualitative 

research.  He deftly exposed the fallacies of objectivity, and treated subjectivity as a 

potential asset when researchers are forthright about their circumstances and vested 

interests in the subject.  Furthermore, he made clear that power can be wielded by the 

subjects of ethnographic study to manipulate the story told by the ethnographer.  All of 

this drew my attention to the challenges and opportunities uniquely available to me, as 

both student and professional, to follow the development of a public policy as it unfolded. 

The more I reflected on this new awareness, the comments of colleagues about the 75 

percent recycling goal, and my personal feelings about how the policymaking process 

was going, the more I came to believe that, with proper guidance, I could give it the 

scrutiny that it deserved—and it might just make an interesting story.

Indeed, the story has been an interesting one to chase, full of twists and turns 

during the nearly four years that I have been on its trail.  What started with an 

“Ethnography of the Policymaking Process” blossomed into a case study that traces the 

history of solid waste management in Florida.  In many ways, the project took on a life of 

its own and I just tried to keep up, following wherever new leads took me.  Without a 

16
� Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis. Boston: Beacon Press, 1989.



doubt, this approach has been more time-consuming than choosing any one method to the 

exclusion of others, but following the advice of Robert K. Yin, the resulting product may 

be better for doing so:

The use of multiple sources of evidence in case studies allows an 
investigator to address a broader range of historical, attitudinal, and 
behavioral issues.  However, the most important advantage presented . . . 
is the development of converging lines of inquiry, a process of 
triangulation . . . . Thus, any finding or conclusion in a case study is likely 
to be much more convincing and accurate if it is based on several sources 
of information, following a corroboratory mode.17

The remainder of this chapter is a brief description of the multiple research 

methods used to gather information for this project.  Additional notes are provided in 

italics at the beginning of some sections of subsequent chapters; these details are meant to 

help the reader understand the sources and circumstances integral to the narrative.

Archives and Content Analysis

Archival research and content analysis have been used to examine the public 

record related to Florida's 1988 Solid Waste Management Act and its predecessors, the 

2008 Energy Act, and subsequent policymaking activities.  FDEP's “Florida 75% 

Recycling Goal” web page also provides a convenient body of data for analysis, 

including the on-line discussion forum and materials prepared by FDEP staff, such as 

their preliminary recommendations and final report.18  Additionally, Florida's 

17
� Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research: Design and Methods, 2nd Edition. Applied Social Research 
Methods Series, Volume 5.  (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 1994), 91.

18
� “Florida 75% Recycling Goal,” FDEP: http://www.dep.state.fl.us/waste/recyclinggoal75/ (accessed 15 
March 2012).

http://www.dep.state.fl.us/waste/recyclinggoal75/


“Government in the Sunshine” public records law permits access to correspondence of 

state government bodies with stakeholders.19  Often, key words were easy to find because 

of the way that FDEP staff organized their notes from each public meeting.  A much more 

detailed exercise in content analysis was performed on the transcript of FDEP's final 

public meeting about the 75 percent recycling goal, which I digitally recorded on 5 

November 2009.  The results of this analysis are included in Chapter Four.

Stakeholders' statements have not been accepted at face value without scrutiny. 

Archival research augmented personal accounts in order to test the validity of informants' 

claims, and was used extensively to provide historical context to compare the 

development of policies in the era of Florida's 1988 Solid Waste Management Act with 

the era initiated by the inclusion of a new recycling goal in the state's 2008 Energy Act. 

Many informants present during the contemporary era were also involved during the 

1988 era.  Indeed, consistent references to a much more positive experience in 1988 

prompted me to explore state archives and other resources for Chapter Three.  Their 

recollections, combined with material from the state archives and news from that era, are 

instrumental in providing the opportunity to compare and contrast not only solid waste 

management issues, but equally important (and more broadly applicable) models of 

leadership, professionalism, and public service affecting this state.

Survey

19
� Title X, Chapter 119, Florida Statutes: http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/ (accessed 15 March 2012).

http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/


The survey was the broadest net that I cast to capture stakeholder opinions about 

the 75 percent recycling goal policymaking process.  FDEP maintained a list of 

stakeholders generated from their web forum and sign-in sheets at the four public 

meetings intended to solicit feedback.  In its final plan, FDEP notes a total of 510 public 

meeting attendees, though it is unclear how many were repeat participants.  (FDEP hosted 

four public meetings from September 2008 to November 2009.)  Other stakeholders 

mailed or emailed comments directly to FDEP, or commented on the department's web 

forum, including more than 3,000 Sierra Club members.  From this set, I culled a 

systematic sample of 33 Sierra Club members' email addresses, plus all 331 legible 

addresses from meeting attendees, and all 31 individuals who emailed FDEP directly. 

Excluding duplicates, 440 stakeholders were sent the survey instrument (Appendix D) on 

16 August 2010.  One hundred forty six of these completed the survey, which is a 

respectable 33 percent response rate.

Trochim and Donnelly discuss the pros and cons of surveys administered on-

line.20  On balance, it appears that this method has more advantages than disadvantages. 

Contacting potential respondents directly by email likely helped to push the survey 

forward.  Web-based surveys provide more protection of respondents' anonymity than if 

they are conducted face-to-face or if participants have to return completed surveys by 

email.  Trochim and Donnelly also discuss issues of inclusiveness due to varying levels 

20
� William Trochim and James P. Donnelly. The Research Methods Knowledge Base. Vol. 3. Atomic Dog 
Publishing, 2007. http://www.atomicdogpublishing.com (accessed 28 March 2012).

http://www.atomicdogpublishing.com/


of access to the Internet.  To the extent that potential stakeholders do not use email and 

the Internet, this bias is also built into the policymaking process.  It is a limitation that is  

acknowledged in this thesis, but it appears that the benefits of using the Internet for 

survey distribution outweigh the costs.  Finally, the survey is but one method by which I 

have sought stakeholders' perspectives.

Interviews and Focus Groups

According to David M. Fetterman, “the interview is the ethnographer's most 

important data gathering technique.  Interviews explain and put into a larger context what 

the ethnographer sees and experiences.”21  My relationships within the community under 

scrutiny provided unique access to perspectives that might otherwise go undocumented. 

Numerous confidential informants helped me achieve a deeper understanding of how this 

policymaking process was pushed and pulled in many directions by power relationships, 

both within Florida's government and between it and various stakeholders.  

The guarantee of confidentiality expressed to informants was essential in order to 

obtain their candid statements, and maintaining that confidentiality is a responsibility that  

I do not take lightly.  As one informant gruffly warned before a focus group, "people 

could lose their jobs for what they say here."22  Yet many relished the opportunity to share 

their perspectives precisely because they had few other outlets to safely do so.  At times 

21
� Fetterman, Ethnography, 37.

22
� 3 August 2011 focus group (confidential).



interviews seemed cathartic for those who might fear retribution.  Whether or not their 

fears are justified is another matter, but I have taken great pains to anonymously 

articulate their perspectives in this document.  In order to provide coherent analyses while 

protecting informants' confidentiality, comments have been organized into broad 

categories of stakeholders, such as private sector, local government, state government, 

and others.  Whenever possible without unduly compromising identities, I have provided 

additional descriptors.  

At public meetings and other events where speakers readily identify themselves to 

a large audience, full names are used for the sake of clarity and journalistic integrity. 

Likewise, informants who were willing to go on the record are attributed.  This includes 

an oral history interview with former Tampa mayor and Florida Governor Bob Martinez, 

conducted 9 December 2011 at the downtown Tampa office of Holland and Knight, as 

well as correspondence with Dale Twachtmann, who served as Tampa's public works 

director and Florida's Secretary of the Department of Environmental Regulation, both 

under Martinez.  It also includes quotes gleaned from a website dedicated to the late Bill  

Hinkley, much beloved and widely regarded as the “architect” of Florida's 1988 Solid 

Waste Management Act, by his friends and colleagues.23

Focus groups proved to be a useful tool for gathering stakeholders' perspectives 

on the policymaking process, both contemporary and past.  David W. Stewart and Prem 

N. Shamdasani discuss the advantages and disadvantages of focus groups; chief among 

23
� Bill Hinkley website: www.billhinkley.com (accessed 16 March 2012).

http://www.billhinkley.com/


the advantages in relation to this research project is the “synergistic effect” of the group 

setting, which was very helpful during my research.24   In particular, the group setting 

allowed a richer discussion of the 1988 Solid Waste Management Act than would have 

been possible through individual interviews, alone, because participants could jog each 

others' memories.  It was equally useful to understanding the motives, means and 

frustrations experienced by volunteers engaged in a Sierra Club campaign intended to 

strengthen the state's recycling policies.  And it was particularly fascinating to conduct 

another focus group immediately following one of FDEP's 75 percent goal rulemaking 

workshops, with participants representing a wide range of ages, professions, and 

interests.

Ethnography and Participant-Observation

Ethnographic research employs a broad range of strategies to tell a story from 

multiple perspectives, filtered through (and therefore including) that of the researcher. 

Triangulation of data is this method's greatest asset and most rigorous demand through 

which one seeks reliability and validity.  The essential building blocks described above 

combined impersonal archival resources and anonymous survey responses with countless 

hours of face-to-face engagement with participants, including interviews and participant-

observation.  For most of the latter, I made audio recordings for later transcription and 

analysis.  In cases where this was impractical or not permitted, rigorous field notes had to 

24
� David W. Stewart and Prem N. Shamdasani, Focus Groups: Theory and Practice.  Applied Social 
Research Methods Series, Volume 20.  (Newbury Park: Sage Publications, 1990), 16.



suffice.  (Field notes were made throughout all phases of ethnographic research, 

including when the audio recorder was used.  In one instance, they provided an essential 

backup to equipment failure.)

As a stakeholder engaged in the policymaking process under study, I am a 

participant by definition.  Simultaneously, I am an observer because of academic training.  

This involves more than simply being there and taking notes.  It also requires asking the 

right questions and knowing when to do so, as well as knowing when to quietly pay 

attention to details.  It involves listening and watching body language, discerning tone 

and understanding relationships.  All of this takes place on multiple scales, from watching 

individuals interact at a particular event to observing patterns that occur over the duration 

of the process.  

Interpretation is inescapable in all manner of scientific enquiry, particularly in 

ethnographic research.25  Certainly, there is a matter of trust between reader (you) and 

writer (me) in this endeavor, just as I have a responsibility to confirm the accuracy of my 

descriptions with other participants who were also there.  (Drafts of this document were 

reviewed by key informants.)  In addition to my thesis, plans to publish other documents 

will serve as an invitation for others to identify errors and oversights, and convey them to 

me for consideration of revisions.

25
� Steve Herbert, “For Ethnography,” Progress in Human Geography, 24, 4 (2000), 560.


