
RECYCLING - NEVADA COUNTY’S URGENT NEED 
 

REASON FOR INVESTIGATION 
 
California law mandates that solid waste be reduced by a minimum of 50% and provides for 
penalties of up to $10,000 per day if this is not achieved. The Grand Jury investigated how 
Nevada County is dealing with this mandate. Note: The Town of Truckee is excluded from this 
report because they are in a different reporting district. 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
The California Integrated Waste Management Act of 1989, Assembly Bill 939 (AB 939) 
requires Counties and Cities to achieve a 50% reduction in solid waste compared to a 1990 
baseline. Pollution of groundwater from ever-expanding landfills as well as concerns about air 
quality and public health motivated the legislation. Recycling, reuse, and biomass conversion are 
the primary tools to be used in aiming for the minimum 50% which was to have been met by 
2000. These programs also provide benefit through increased job creation and energy efficiency. 
Definitions of recycling, compost, biomass conversion, and source reduction are included in AB 
939. 
 

PROCEDURE FOLLOWED 
 
The Grand Jury conducted interviews with: 

• Director of County Department of Transportation and Sanitation; 
• Solid Waste Manager of Nevada County; 
• County Recycling Coordinator; 
• A member of the Board of Supervisors who is a member of the Nevada County’s 

Solid and Hazardous Waste Commission; 
• City Managers and staff of Grass Valley and Nevada City. 

 
In addition, the Grand Jury reviewed relevant parts of the State law and other documents. 
 

FINDINGS 
 

1. AB 939 is now incorporated in Division 30 of the California Public Resources Code 
(PRC). Section 41785 of the code provides that the year 2000 compliance due date may 
be extended through 2005, but not beyond, provided the County has made a good faith 
effort to implement source reduction, recycling, and composting measures.  
 

2. On February 11, 2003, the California Integrated Waste Management Board (CIWMB) 
agreed to Nevada County’s request to extend the due date for the 50% reduction 



requirement to December 31, 2004, and to establish the year 2000 as a new baseline.  
This baseline year is now officially credited with a 43% reduction. 

 
3. As part of the County’s request to the CIWMB for an extension, a 10-point plan of 

correction to achieve the required 50% figure was included.  Table 1 details this plan.  
Note: if the estimated waste reduction (diversion) percentages are all realized (9.75%), 
and other factors remain unchanged, the County would then be credited with 52.75 %. 

 
 
 

TABLE I  - PLAN OF CORRECTION 
 

              Description of Program  Date* Est.  % Diversion 

Construct a reuse area at the McCourtney Road Transfer Station 
(MRTS) 
which would target reusable materials that are brought in by 
contractors 
and self-haulers.      

9/04 1 

Provide a composting facility at the MRTS first utilizing chipped  
material and later curbside collected greenwaste and foodwaste. 

12/04 1 

Expand backyard and on-site composting/mulching by 
implementing a 
Master Composter Program.  

9/03 1 

Promote on-site composting at agricultural facilities such as 
wineries, 
horse facilities, forestry, farming , and ranching operations. 

9/04 1 

Provide an express lane recycling area at MRTS. 9/04 1 
Expand the business material exchange program by promoting 
reuse of  
secondary materials and establishing a direct link to the State’s 
website. 

12/03 1 

Meet with business groups to increase business waste reduction 
and  
participation in the commercial on-site recycling collection 
program. 

9/04 2 

Implementation of curbside green waste collection if compost 
facility 
is feasible. 

12/04 1 

Collection of recyclables at special events such as County Fair, 
horse 
festivals, music festivals, parades, and street fairs.   

12/03 0.5 

Expand household hazardous waste curbside collection to include 
used 
quart oil containers. 

12/03 0.25 

Total Estimated Diversion  9.75 
* The date by which full implementation is anticipated. 
 
4. In addition to the new programs and expansions included in the Plan of Correction, 

Nevada County had demonstrated its good faith effort with the previously implemented 
residential programs detailed in Table II.  Additionally, other programs were focused on 
commercial entities and public outreach/education.   

 



TABLE II  - RESIDENTIAL RECYCLING AND WASTE REDUCTION (ONGOING) 
 

 Program   Description 
Backyard and On-site 
Composting/Mulching 

The Fire Safe Council conducts an on-site grinding program for 
green waste.  The material is then sent to a biomass facility in 
Lincoln. 

Buy-back Residents have access to numerous State Certified Recycling 
Centers. 

Curbside Recycling Waste Management offers a curbside recycling service that accepts 
newspaper, aluminum cans, glass bottles and jars, mixed paper, tin 
cans, and plastic bottles. 

Drop-off The principal drop-off facility is the McCourtney Road Recycling 
Facility (next to the MRTS), which accepts scrap metal and other 
commodities, in addition to all items picked up at curbside.  The 
Recycling Works on Loma Rica Drive and Transfer Stations in 
North San Juan and Washington also accept most items.   

Self-haul Greenwaste Material brought to the MRTS is sent to a biomass facility. 
 
 
5. The County’s franchise agreement with Waste Management (WM), which runs from 

December 1997 through June 2008, requires WM to provide specified services at the 
McCourtney Road Recycling Facility as well as at the Washington and North San Juan 
Transfer Stations.  The agreement requires WM to abide by AB 939 and provide 
quarterly reports containing information required by the County to meet its reporting 
obligations.  WM must also provide curbside recycling at no additional charge, a free 
Christmas Tree Recycling Program at a minimum of three sites, and twice yearly conduct 
a household hazardous waste day at an agreed-upon site. 

 
6. Pursuant to AB 939, the County filed a Source Reduction and Recycling Element (SRRE) 

with the CIWMB in 1994.  The SRRE included a County Green Procurement that was to 
be implemented by January 1995 but in fact was not.   The County adopted a Green 
Procurement and Sustainable Practices Policy (GPSPP) in April 2002 under Resolution 
02-194.  This action was required in order for the County to be competitive when 
applying for grants from the CIWMB.  The GPSPP states that all County personnel 
specify recycled products unless they are unsatisfactory or unreasonably expensive and 
that the departments practice waste prevention and recycling.  It further requires that the 
County Executive Officer and the Board of Supervisors be provided with an annual status 
report.    

 
7. Recently the county applied for and received a $50,000 grant from the CIWMB toward 

construction of a reuse facility at MRTS.  Of this amount $5,000 will be received this 
fiscal year, and $45,000 in the fall of 2003 unless the State budget process eliminates this 
item.  The County’s grant application was ranked 6th out of thirty-eight by CIWMB.  
Generally, the costs of the recycling program are recovered from grants and property tax 
parcel charges, and do not require any money from the County general fund. 

 
8. As part of the County’s program to meet the state mandates, the County hired 

experienced people to fill the positions of Solid Waste Manager and Recycling 
Coordinator in 2001 and two technicians in 2002. 



 
9. PRC Section 40001 refers to the possible formation of a regional waste management 

entity to minimize duplication of effort and costs incurred.  Section 41780.2 indicates that 
the unincorporated county and cities within the region would still individually have to 
meet the 50% requirement.  However, Section 41787.1(d) states that a penalty on a rural 
regional agency is imposed only on a non-compliant member city or county. 

 
10. Twenty-two counties have met the 50% diversion mandate.  Nevada County with 43%, 

ranks 11th among the thirty counties that have not yet met the requirements.  The six 
remaining counties have not yet been considered by the CIWMB for the year 2000 
diversion mandate. 

 
11. Nevada City and Grass Valley are above the 50% diversion rate and have been working 

cooperatively with the County in recent years.   
 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
The fact that the CIWMB has granted the County the requested extension, as well as the 
designation of the year 2000 as a new base year (which was to the County’s advantage), 
indicates that the relatively recent changes which enhanced the County’s capability in the 
Waste Management and Recycling area have not gone unrewarded.  The winning of a 
competitive $50,000 grant from the CIWMB further suggests the same conclusion.  Realizing 
the 50% requirement by the end of 2004 despite the added capability may prove to be a 
bigger challenge.  This is because many of the elements of the Plan of Correction may not be 
able to fully bear fruit until 2005.  Thus, it will require the full support and participation on 
the part of the public to ensure that Nevada County successfully achieves the mandated 50% 
goal and avoids potential fines. 
 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. The County, Grass Valley, and Nevada City should jointly investigate the advantages and 
disadvantages of working to establish a regional waste management entity. 

 
2. The County, Grass Valley, and Nevada City should expand efforts to educate citizens 

concerning the need for their participation and cooperation in recycling and ensure that the 
public understands that in effect it is they, the taxpayers, who will be fined if the goals are 
not reached and maintained. 

 
3. The County, Grass Valley, and Nevada City should encourage participation of all 

employees in recycling programs by soliciting their ideas and publicly recognizing the best 
ones. 

 
4. The Board of Supervisors should ensure that the required annual GPSPP report includes 

quantifiable data that measures the County’s performance to stated goals. 
 



 
 

REQUIRED RESPONSES 
 

Board of Supervisors by September 12, 2003 
 
Grass Valley City Council by September 12, 2003 
 
City Council of Nevada City by September 12, 2003 




















