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Metropolitan King County Council
Budget and Fiscal Management Committee



STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	8
	Name:
	Terra Rose

	Proposed No.:
	2024-0204
	Date:
	July 24, 2024



SUBJECT

Proposed Ordinance 2024-0204 would increase County disposal fees for solid waste and special wastes, the fixed-annual charge, the construction and demolition fee, and the low-income discount, effective January 1, 2025. 

SUMMARY

The County's regional solid waste system is supported by a variety of fees that are approved by the Council and that vary based on the type of material being collected (e.g., garbage, yard waste), the type of customer vehicle (e.g., certain vehicles pay a flat fee versus a per-ton fee), and the facility receiving the material (e.g., facilities with/without scales). The current fees were approved in 2022 and went into effect on January 1, 2024.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Ordinance 19497] 


In 2022, the Council approved Ordinance 19413, which restructured how the Solid Waste Division (SWD) collects revenues that are generated by solid waste collection entities[footnoteRef:2] depositing solid waste in the County system. (Note that self-haul customers were not impacted by this fee restructure and continue to pay either a per-ton fee or minimum fee to dispose of solid waste.) Ordinance 19413 introduced the Fixed-Annual Charge (FAC), which represents the total dollar amount that SWD will collect annually from billing entities – either commercial haulers or cities that bill customers directly for curbside collection. Beginning this year, solid waste collection entities pay a lower per-ton fee than most self-haul customers at the transfer stations and their billing entity pays a proportionate share of the FAC based on the contribution of commercially hauled tons from their respective service area to the total tons received by the County. Executive staff indicate that the per-ton fee charged to solid waste collection entities and the FAC together are designed to collect the same amount of revenue as the per-ton fee did alone under the previous fee system. According to Executive staff, by having a portion of revenues not tied to tonnage, the FAC helps mitigate revenue losses when tons decline, as in the case of an economic recession or progress on waste reduction and recycling efforts.  [2:  Solid waste collection entities include certificated haulers operating under Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission certificates, any city using its own employees for solid waste collection within its jurisdiction, and commercial haulers operating under a contract with or franchise from a city or town. ] 

Proposed Ordinance (PO) 2024-0204 would, effective January 1, 2025, increase:

· Fees to dispose solid waste. For solid waste collection entities, the fee would increase from $150.83 to $165.91 per ton and for self-haul customers with per-ton-rate vehicles, such as a pickup truck, the fee would increase from $185.28 to $203.81 per ton.
· The amount of the Fixed-Annual Charge from $22,614,181 to $23,337,835, an increase of 3.2 percent. 
· The construction and demolition (C&D) fee on C&D materials disposed at non-County landfills from the current $4.25 per ton, which has not been changed since it was set in 1993, to $13.00 per ton.
· The low-income discount for qualified customers from the current $16.00 to $18.00 per entry. 
· Fees for special waste, which require special handling and/or record keeping from $223.00 to $244.57 per ton.

The narrative accompanying the proposed ordinance (Attachment A to PO 2024-0204) indicates that the fee increases are necessary due to increases in the overall costs to provide solid waste services. According to the narrative, the primary drivers of the increased costs of services are the financial needs of capital projects, inflation, higher interest rates on bonds, and the ongoing costs to meet environmental and safety controls at the Cedar Hills landfill and closed landfills managed by the County. Both the Metropolitan Solid Waste Management Advisory Committee and the Solid Waste Advisory Committee issued advisory notes (Attachments 4 and 5) that acknowledged the economic pressures currently faced by residents and businesses due to inflation and high interest rates but also noted that this fee increase would fund key committee priorities and that the committees favor the gradual annual increases proposed by SWD's rate model. 

Executive staff are seeking Council action by September 6th to allow haulers and cities sufficient time to incorporate the County's fee changes into their billing and other systems, notify the Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission (UTC),[footnoteRef:3] and hold any public notice periods required in city-hauler contracts.  [3:  RCW 36.58.045] 


BACKGROUND 

Regional Solid Waste System Overview. The King County Solid Waste Division is responsible for providing solid waste planning, management, transfer, and disposal services through 2040 for 37 partner cities[footnoteRef:4] that have signed interlocal agreements (ILAs), a service area that encompasses approximately 1.5 million people.[footnoteRef:5] SWD operates eight transfer stations and two drop boxes distributed throughout the region, the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill, which is the only operating landfill in the county, as well as waste prevention and recycling programs for the unincorporated area and partner cities.  [4:  All cities in King County except Seattle and Milton participate in the County's regional system through executed ILAs.]  [5:  2019 Comprehensive Solid Waste Management Plan] 

By ILA and state law,[footnoteRef:6] the partner cities manage solid waste handling within their jurisdictions. Most cities contract with a commercial hauler for curbside collection within city limits. Cities may also do their own waste collection using city employees. In the unincorporated area and in cities that have opted not to use their contracting authority for collection services, curbside services are provided by commercial haulers operating under certificates issued by the UTC (certificated haulers). [6:  R.C.W. 81.77.020 and 36.58.040] 


The County receives solid waste, also known as garbage, at its transfer stations and drop boxes from contract, certificated, and municipal haulers, as well as self-haul customers. These waste loads are consolidated, transferred onto trailers, and transported by truck by the County to the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill (CHRLF) in unincorporated Maple Valley.

Long-Term System Planning. The regional solid waste system is currently in a period of transformation from one focused on disposal of materials to a system with greater emphasis on waste reduction, recovery, recycling, and regeneration. Following several years of relatively flat recycling rates,[footnoteRef:7] in 2022 the Solid Waste Division released the Re+ Strategic Plan, which describes the County's approach to meeting its adopted goal to achieve zero waste of resources by 2030.[footnoteRef:8] Other planning documents guiding zero waste and related sustainability work include: the 2020 Strategic Climate Action Plan, the 2019 Comprehensive Solid Waste Management Plan, as well as County budget ordinances.  [7:  The 2020 Strategic Climate Action Plan notes that in 2016, King County's recycling rate was 56% and recent recycling rates have remained flat. Data from the state Department of Ecology on recycling lags by several years.]  [8:  K.C.C. 10.14.020. ] 


Concurrent with its efforts towards zero waste, SWD, city partners, and a consultant team are currently engaged in a process to select the next disposal method to be used when the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill reaches capacity, which has been projected between 2037 and 2046.[footnoteRef:9] The exact closure date is not known, as it depends on a variety of factors, including annual tons over time received by the County, which may be influenced by zero waste efforts on the part of the County, stakeholders, and others. While this timeline is subject to change, SWD anticipates that the final consultant report will be complete by September/October of this year with an Executive office decision on the selected method sometime in Q3 2025. Transmittal of a Comprehensive Solid Waste Management Plan update is expected to follow in Q2 2026.  [9:  Cedar Hills Regional Landfill 2020 Site Development Plan and Facility Relocation Final Environmental Impact Statement] 


Solid Waste System Revenues. SWD is primarily supported by a variety of fees that are approved by the Council and that vary based on the type of material collected (e.g., solid waste, yard waste), the type of customer vehicle (e.g., certain vehicles pay a flat fee versus a per-ton fee), and the facility receiving the material (e.g., facilities with/without scales). Customers who come to a King County solid waste facility are required to show proof that they live or do business within the County's service area, which excludes the cities of Seattle and Milton. The current fees were approved in 2022 and went into effect on January 1, 2024.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ordinance 19497] 

SWD offers a discount of $16.00 per entry to low-income, self-haul customers at the County's transfer stations for the disposal of solid waste, yard/wood waste, appliances, and mattresses. Qualified customers must live in households at or below 200 percent of the federal poverty level and qualify by presenting their ORCA LIFT card, Electronic Benefits Card (EBT card), or Medicaid (ProviderOne) card at the transfer station.

Revenue Restructure. In 2022, the Council approved Ordinance 19413 and changed how SWD collects revenues from solid waste collection entities, which includes certificated haulers operating under UTC certificates, any city using its own employees for solid waste collection within its jurisdiction, and commercial haulers operating under a contract with or franchise from a city or town. Self-haul customers were not impacted by this fee restructure and continue to pay either a per-ton fee or minimum fee to dispose of solid waste at County transfer stations. 

Ordinance 19413 introduced the Fixed-Annual Charge (FAC), which represents the total dollar amount that SWD will collect annually from billing entities – either haulers or cities, whichever entity bills customers directly. Beginning this year, solid waste collection entities pay a lower per-ton fee than most self-haul customers and their billing entity pays a proportionate share of the FAC based on the number of commercially hauled tons from their respective service area to the total tons received by the County. The FAC was intended by Executive staff to diversify revenues to be less tied to the overall system tonnage received by the County. Figure 1 provides further illustration on how the restructured way of collecting revenues has been implemented, along with an example. Cities and haulers have the ultimate authority to determine how to pass along the FAC costs to its customers.

Figure 1.
Example of the Fixed Annual Charge Implementation

	Under the Adopted Restructure, Billing Entities Pay:

	Variable Fee
(weight-based)


Per-ton-rate fee: $150.83 per ton
(2024 fee)


+
Fixed Fee
(non-weight-based)
Proportional share of Fixed-Annual Charge 
(FAC for 2024 = $22.6 million)

	Example: Republic Services currently has a contract with the City of Bellevue to provide curbside collection services to residents and businesses/institutions and bills those customers directly. Under the new adopted fee structure, Republic Services receives a monthly invoice from SWD with two components: 

1) The variable component, which covers the tons of waste Republic Services brings from Bellevue to the transfer stations using the current per-ton-rate fee of $150.83 per ton; and

2) The fixed component, which is Republic Services' proportional share of the Fixed-Annual Charge for its Bellevue service area. For example, if Bellevue residents, businesses, and institutions generated 10 percent of all commercially hauled tons in the most recent calendar year for which data is available, its billing entity -- in this case, Republic Services -- would be billed 10 percent of the FAC of approximately $22.6 million over the course of the year, or approximately $2.26 million.



According to Executive staff, the per-ton fee charged to solid waste collection entities and the FAC together are designed to collect the same amount of revenue as the per-ton fee did alone under the previous fee system. Executive staff indicate that because the FAC is a fixed value independent of tonnage received, a portion of SWD's revenues is more stable and predictable in times of volatility, such as in the case of tonnage declines during a recession or with successful waste reduction and recycling efforts. This is of particular note given that the County is currently implementing the Re+ Strategic Plan in an attempt to reduce the amount of solid waste that needs to be managed by keeping materials in use longer and recovering economically valuable resources that now get buried in a landfill.

ANALYSIS

Proposed Ordinance 2024-0204 would, effective January 1, 2025, increase:

· Fees to dispose solid waste, as well as special wastes with additional handling requirements, as summarized in Figures 2 and 4, respectively. 
· The amount of the Fixed-Annual Charge from $22,614,181 to $23,337,835, an increase of 3.2 percent. 
· The construction and demolition fee on C&D materials disposed at non-County landfills from the current $4.25 per ton fee, which has not changed since it was established in 1993, to $13.00 per ton. 
· The low-income discount for qualified customers from the current $16.00 to $18.00 per entry. 

Proposed Disposal Fees for Solid Waste. Figure 2 summarizes the current and proposed fees to dispose of solid waste, shown pre-tax and without the moderate-risk waste surcharge that funds hazardous waste programs throughout the county. Most fees to dispose of solid waste are proposed to increase by approximately ten percent in 2025 by the proposed ordinance. No changes are proposed for the fees to dispose of yard and clean wood waste, appliances, or mattresses. The fee narrative indicates that revenue from disposal fees is projected to be approximately $149.4 million in 2025.

The fee proposal narrative indicates that the impact of these increases for a typical residential customer, after haulers pass along these costs, is forecasted to be approximately $0.93 per month in 2025. However, according to the narrative, because all cities have different starting rates and distribute the disposal costs across their customer bases differently, the forecasted impact will not match an actual customer impact in a given city but is expected to be accurate in the aggregate across the entire County service area.












Figure 2. 
Current 2024 Fees to Dispose Solid Waste vs. Proposed Fees for 2025

	Material + Facility Type
	Customer Type
	Current 2024 Fee
	Proposed 2025 Fee
	% Change

	Disposal of solid waste at facilities WITH SCALES (excluding Cedar Hills landfill)
	Fixed-rate vehicles[footnoteRef:11] [11:  "Fixed-rate" vehicles, which include hatchbacks and sedans, pay a flat amount equivalent to the minimum fee charged for customers disposing less than 320 pounds of solid waste. ] 

	$29.65 per entry
	$32.60 per entry
	9.9%

	
	Certificated haulers, contract haulers, and any city using its own employees[footnoteRef:12] [12:  King County Code and the proposed ordinance use the term "solid waste collection entity." However, for the purpose of fees, the code limits the term to certificated haulers, contract haulers, and any city using its own employees.] 

	$150.83 per ton
	$165.91 per ton
	10.0%

	
	Self-hauler per-ton-rate vehicles[footnoteRef:13] [13:  "Per-ton-rate" vehicles, which include, but are not limited to, minivans, vans, sport utility vehicles, and trucks. These vehicles pay a per-ton fee based on the weight of solid waste being disposed, but under 320 pounds are charged the minimum fee. ] 

	$185.28 per ton
	$203.81 per ton
	
10.0%

	
	Charitable organizations
	$142.67 per ton
	$156.93 per ton
	10.0%

	
	Minimum (<320 lbs.)
	$29.65 per vehicle
	$32.60 per vehicle
	9.9%

	
	Charitable organizations -  minimum charge
	$22.83 per entry
	$25.12 per entry
	10.0%

	Disposal of solid waste at facilities WITHOUT SCALES 

	Fixed-rate vehicles
	$29.65 per entry
	$32.60 per entry
	9.9%

	
	Per-ton-rate vehicles (Compacted waste)
	$53.73 per cubic yard
	$59.10 per cubic yard
	10.0%

	
	Per-ton-rate vehicles
(Uncompacted)
	$31.50 per cubic yard
	$34.65 per cubic yard
	10.0%

	
	Minimum 
	$29.65 per vehicle
	$32.60 per vehicle
	9.9%

	Disposal of solid waste at Cedar Hills Landfill
	Regional direct[footnoteRef:14] [14:  The Regional Direct fee is a discounted fee charged to contract commercial collection companies that haul solid waste to the Cedar Hills landfill in transfer trailers from their own transfer stations and processing facilities, thus bypassing County transfer stations, according to the fee proposal narrative. Executive staff indicate that this tonnage is typically composed of nonrecyclable material removed from recyclables during processing. 
] 

	$157.00 per ton
	$163.05 per ton
	3.9%

	
	Solid waste collection entity per-ton-rate vehicles
	$150.83 per ton
	$165.91 per ton
	10.0%



Figure 3 on the following page provides the history of Council-adopted self-haul per-ton fees from 1997 through the proposed ordinance, along with the percentage increases. Note that this staff report does not include a similar visual for the fees charged to solid waste collection entities as the revenues are now split between the FAC and the per-ton fee and therefore a historical illustration has less comparative value. 

Figure 3 
Self-Haul Per-ton-rate Vehicle Fee Increases (1997-2025 Proposed)
(Percentage increases in red boxes)




Proposed Fixed-Annual Charge. As noted earlier in this staff report, the Fixed-Annual Charge is the amount SWD collects annually and collectively from billing entities – either commercial haulers or cities, depending on which entity bills curbside customers directly. The proposed ordinance would increase the FAC from $22,614,181 to $23,337,835, which is an increase of 3.2 percent. According to the fee proposal narrative, the amount of the FAC is based on the estimate of SWD's costs to provide service to the commercial customer class of users for SWD's non-disposal-related work. At the time the Council was deliberating on the restructure ordinance in 2022, Executive staff indicated that the non-disposal portion of costs includes the zero waste of resources work (known as the Re+ program), regional planning, and regulatory compliance work.

Executive staff indicate that how a billing entity's share of the FAC is passed onto the curbside customers is determined by the collection entity and city through their existing or updated collection contracts.

Proposed Construction and Demolition Fee. Construction and demolition waste, resulting from construction, remodeling, repair, or the demolition of buildings, roads, and other structures, has been banned from most King County solid waste facilities since 1993 with limited exceptions. Instead of accepting C&D materials at County facilities, the County authorizes other private facilities to be designated C&D facilities through executed agreements with the County.[footnoteRef:15] The County's C&D enforcement and diversion efforts are funded through a per-ton fee on construction and demolition waste that is disposed of at these designated facilities and remitted to the County. This fee is not applied to C&D materials that are recycled or that go to beneficial use. [15:  Ordinance 19347] 


The proposed ordinance would increase the fee from the current $4.25 per ton, unchanged since it was established in 1993, to $13.00 per ton. According to the fee proposal narrative, the proposed fee is less than it would have been had the fee been adjusted annually to match inflation. The fee narrative indicates that the higher fee would help the program increase the diversion of C&D materials from landfills, support Re+ circular economy goals, and promote equity in frontline communities. The fee narrative estimates that this increase would generate approximately $1.75 million in additional revenue relative to the current fee amount. 

Proposed Low-income Discount. The proposed ordinance would increase the Cleanup LIFT discount offered at County transfer stations to qualified low-income customers from the current $16.00 per entry to $18.00, which would be roughly half of the minimum fee for garbage transactions. The fee proposal narrative indicates that the County has provided over 67,000 discounts to self-haul customers since the program began in 2019. In 2023, 3.14 percent of all self-haul transactions were discounted.

Additionally, the fee proposal narrative indicates that SWD is in the process of developing a new low-income discount program for curbside collection service in the UTC-regulated areas of the county, which is primarily made up of the unincorporated areas but also includes cities that have opted not to contract for collection service in their city. According to Executive staff, this curbside discount program will be funded with revenue from the UTC-certificated areas and will be administered by SWD, in partnership with the Access and Outreach Team at Seattle-King County Public Health, which also administers Metro's Orca LIFT program.

Proposed Special Waste Fees. The proposed ordinance would increase the special waste fees for materials that require special handling, record keeping, or both, such as asbestos-containing materials and contaminated soil. The proposed increases are summarized in Figure 4.

Figure 4.
Current vs. Proposed Special Waste Fees

	Fee Type
	Current 2024 Fee
	Proposed 2025 Fee
	% Increase

	Special waste fee
	$223.00 per ton
	$244.57 per ton
	9.7%

	Special waste fee – minimum charge
	$35.68 per entry
	$39.09 per entry
	9.6%

	Special waste fee, extra handling
	$259.00 per ton
	$285.33 per ton
	10.2%

	Special waste fee, extra handling minimum charge
	$41.44 per entry
	$45.61 per entry
	10.1%



Executive Justification and Key Rate Model Assumptions. The fee proposal narrative indicates that the primary drivers of the increased costs of services are the financial needs of capital projects, inflation, higher interest rates on bonds, and the ongoing costs to meet environmental and safety controls at the Cedar Hills landfill and closed landfills managed by the County. Additional information about these drivers is provided below:

· Financial needs of capital projects: SWD is in a period of heightened capital investment and between 2025 and 2029 forecasts spending approximately $678 million on capital projects, including the construction of the South County Recycling and Transfer Station, the siting and construction of the Northeast Recycling and Transfer Station, expanding landfill capacity, and making upgrades to landfill infrastructure. According to the fee proposal, the pandemic recovery was accompanied by significant supply chain disruptions and permitting delays, which in turn delayed capital spending on projects. This has resulted in higher-than-expected capital costs due to the now higher inflation and interest rates on bonds issued to fund this work. 

· Inflation: Executive staff indicate that in 2025, the Division expects to pay an additional $7 million for standard operation due to inflation. 

· Environmental compliance at the Cedar Hills landfill and closed landfills: According to the fee narrative, recent state legislation increasing regulation for methane emissions from landfills is expected to require additional personnel for the County to comply with the law.

· Actual tonnage received weaker than previously forecasted: Executive staff indicate that overall tonnage was weaker than forecast in 2022 and 2023, which is thought to be the result of reduced home renovations and home sales, as both can impact the amount of self-haul tons. Executive staff are expecting this reduction in self-haul tons to last as long as interest rates remain high. 

Executive staff indicate that according to their near-term rate model, which spans 2025-2029, they are forecasting that the fees for disposal of solid waste will need to increase approximately ten percent each year through 2029. Key assumptions built into the rate model are briefly summarized below:

· No long-term disposal costs assumed: As noted earlier, SWD and the city partners are engaged in a process with a consultant to select the next disposal method to be used when the Cedar Hills Regional Landfill reaches capacity. Executive staff indicate that no costs for the next long-term disposal method are assumed in this rate model. According to Executive staff, they did not include long-term disposal costs in the rate model because there is a significant difference in estimated capital costs for the options being considered and because the majority of these costs would likely occur outside of their planning window. 

· Cedar Hills landfill permanent facilities project intentionally delayed: As part of the landfill expansion work underway, SWD plans to relocate facilities currently located in the footprint of where landfill expansion work will take place. Executive staff indicate that SWD, in consultation with the Department of Natural Resources and Parks and the Office of Performance, Strategy, and Budget, is intentionally delaying this project, in part, to alter the sequence of capital spending and allow for a smoother, steadier rate path. According to Executive staff, this delay will also allow the Division to consider alternatives to current facility design and focus its resources on delivery of other large capital projects with less flexibility in their timelines. Executive staff expect additional lease costs to be necessary to accommodate relocated staff and some cost escalation due to the delay, which together are projected to increase the total estimate at completion of the project by $27 million. However, Executive staff are anticipating that at least some of the additional costs will be offset by the results of the alternatives design analysis to be conducted.

· No revenue for landfill gas sales assumed: The fee narrative indicates that historically, landfill gas captured at the Cedar Hills landfill has been sold to Bio Energy Washington (BEW) to be converted to pipeline-quality natural gas, which amounts to several million dollars a year in revenues for both the sale of the gas and its environmental attributes. However, according to the fee narrative, since the summer of 2023, these revenues have ceased, as BEW has stopped accepting landfill gas after filing a lawsuit against the County. The fee narrative further indicates that the landfill gas is currently being flared and "[w]hile the County's goal is to put all landfill gas at CHRLF to beneficial use and expediently achieve a resolution to the dispute with BEW, DNRP is not assuming any revenue from landfill gas until the matters are resolved."

· No ILA extensions until a long-term disposal method is selected: The current ILAs with the cities are in effect through 2040. The fee narrative indicates that partner cities expressed that they did not want to begin ILA extension discussions until after the next disposal method is selected. According to the narrative, without ILA extensions past 2040, debt issued for capital projects in the near term will have ever shorter repayment periods, which will increase rates.

· Assumed spend down of Rate Stabilization Reserve: The fee proposal assumes that the Rate Stabilization Reserve, which as of 2024 contains $41 million, would be spent down over the next several years in order to lower and smooth rate increases.

· Rate model assumes tonnage reductions associated with Re+ efforts: Executive staff indicate that the rate model is based on a tonnage forecast that assumes a range of Re+ actions will be undertaken to reduce the overall annual tonnage that needs management and disposal. According to the fee narrative, this tonnage forecast includes organics diversion actions, expanded recycling efforts at transfer stations, and new sorting technologies such as mixed-waste processing. This forecast also reflects expected tonnage reductions based on the assumption that the state legislature will pass legislation related to extended producer responsibility and the establishment of a deposit return system by 2030. 

Advisory Committee Involvement. The fee proposal was discussed at meetings of both the Metropolitan Solid Waste Management Advisory Committee, composed of city representatives, and the Solid Waste Advisory Committee, which represents a range of interests, including haulers and environmental organizations. Both committees provided advisory notes (Attachments 4 and 5) that acknowledge the economic pressures currently faced by residents and businesses due to inflation and high interest rates, but also note that this fee increase would fund key committee priorities and that the committees favor the annual and gradual increases proposed by SWD's rate model.

Timing. Executive staff are seeking Council action on the proposed ordinance by September 6th to allow haulers and cities sufficient time to incorporate the County's fee changes into their billing and other systems, notify the UTC, and hold any public notice periods required in city-hauler contracts. 

INVITED

· Pat McLaughlin, Director, Solid Waste Division

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Ordinance 2024-0204 (and its attachments)
2. Transmittal Letter
3. Fiscal Note
4. Advisory Note – Metropolitan Solid Waste Management Advisory Committee 
5. Advisory Note – Solid Waste Advisory Committee
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