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The Ragfinery team poses in the doorway of their warehouse facing Forest Street in downtown Bellingham.

Reducing and Reusing as
Bellingham Recycling Shifts

by Meghan Fenwick

After years of discussion and study,
Sanitary Service Company (SSC) will be
transitioning from three-bin collection
to single-stream recycling in all single-
family homes in Bellingham by the end
of this year. Through the new system,
residents will compile their glass, plastic,
paper and cardboard in a 90-gallon toter
as opposed to three small bins.

The majority of the materials What-
com residents recycle is sent to one of
two material recovery facilities (MRF)
to be shipped and sold in the commod-
ity market.

In considering the impact of this
transition, industry, government, and

Meghan Fenwick is a graduate of Western
Washington University who recently earned
her degree in environmental journalism.

residents have turned their eye to other
parts of the state and country. A closer
look into the international web of re-
cycling reveals the big-picture: not all
plastic, paper, glass and cardboard reach
the same fate. Some can be turned into
new goods, such as packaging for an
eco-friendly product. Due to a variety
of setbacks at the collection, process-
ing, or end-market phases, a recycled
plastic bottle can end up in the same
place it would if originally thrown in a
dumpster.

According to The Recycling Partner-
ship’s 2024 report (1), 79 percent of
recyclable material from U.S single-
family and multifamily homes ends up
in landfills. The majority is lost at the
household level when consumers do not
recycle at all. Three percent of recycled
material is lost due to contamination
when it arrives at an MRFE. Contamina-
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tion can occur when broken glass or
food residue impact paper or cardboard.

In the City of Bellingham’s contract
with SSC, all single-family homes are re-
quired to purchase garbage and recycling
collection services, with rates varying
depending on service type, frequency
and location. SSC customers can also
opt into the FoodPlus program at an ad-
ditional cost, preventing compostables
like food scraps and yard waste from tak-
ing up room in your household garbage
bin and at landfills.

Bellingham’s culture of diverting waste
extends beyond municipal codes. Many
businesses and nonprofit organizations
are dedicated to the old adage of reduce,
reuse, and recycle. Local stops like Liv-
ing Pantry (2) and Ragfinery (3) offer
community members a way to slow or
stop waste at the source through upcy-
cling and zero-waste living.

Single-Stream
Addresses Market Woes

SSC cites rising costs as the primary
motivation to make the switch. The
three-bin collections resulted in more
manual labor for drivers, who exit the
truck on every stop to physically empty
up to one-and-a-half tons of material.
Biweekly pickups with automated arms
to pick up the toters will cut down
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Why a
Charter
Review

Commission?

by League of Women Voters of
Bellingham/Whatcom County

The League of Women Voters of Belling-
ham/Whatcom County has provided this
information. This article was updated by
Minda Rae Amiran, candidate forum chair.

It was originally created by Voter Ser-
vices Chair Jo Collinge with assistance
from members John Turnbaugh; Judith
Wiseman, who served on the first Charter
Review Commission in 1985; and Marge
Laidlaw, who was its chair.

Every 10 years, Whatcom County vot-
ers have a rare opportunity to shape the
organization of our county government
and the rules by which it functions.

Amending the Charter

The process begins Nov. 5 when voters
elect a Charter Review Commission
of 15 members, three from each of the
county’s five County Council districts.
The only qualification for charter review
candidates is to be registered voters resid-
ing in the district they want to represent.
Commissioners serve for one year and
receive no salary.

Since this happens only once every
decade, electing a review commission
— even the existence and content of the
charter itself — is unfamiliar to many of
the county voters. Commissioners elected
this fall will spend the next year reviewing
the Whatcom County Home Rule Char-
ter — the county Constitution, in other
words — to determine whether it meets
the current needs of their fellow citizens.

Like the state and federal constitu-
tions, the charter covers such things as
the qualifications, composition, powers,
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