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Meeting: County Council Briefing  Date:               1/28/2025 

Subject: Current and Future Plans for Zero Waste in the County    

Document: DEP Follow-up Responses to County Council Questions Date:                2/12/2025 

 
I. Background  

 
On January 28, 2025, Director Monger provided an update to the County Council on DEP’s Aiming for 
Zero Waste Initiative. The update focused in particular on projected timelines for implementing 
alternatives to the County’s current system for MSW management via the resource recovery facility 
(RRF).  The presentation emphasized the operational imperative for the short-term extension of the 
operating agreement for the RRF until April 2031, and the need for the County to move forward with 
an alternative system expeditiously.  
 
At the Council meeting, several councilmembers requested additional detail on the timelines and 
necessity for the short-term RRF extension. This document provides additional detail and 
explanation on questions posed at the Council meeting. 
 
II. What would happen if the short-term extension to the RRF operating agreement is not 

approved and the County was forced to pursue long-hauling after April 2026?   
 

Failure to approve the short-term RRF extension would likely result in interruption of solid waste 
collection and disposal services to County residents and businesses. The Arcadis analysis of 
alternative MSW management systems included an evaluation of necessary capital improvements 
that would be needed for a transition to long-hauling of MSW to an out-of-County landfill, as well as 
a transition to a different processing technology for MSW. These capital improvements inform the 
timelines involved in each alternative.  
Arcadis evaluated multiple scenarios for long-hauling of MSW from the transfer station (TFS) to an 
out-of-County landfill. In all scenarios, significant capital projects would be required at the TFS 
and/or RRF to accommodate the large volume of waste loading, staging, and transportation at sites 
not currently designed for those activities.   
 
Of the long-haul scenarios evaluated, the most feasible option (referenced in the slides as 
alternative 2A) would be to: 
 

• Compact MSW into intermodal transport containers (ITCs) at the TFS 
• Transport the ITCs by rail from the TFS to the RRF railyard in Dickerson 
• Stage the ITCs on rail cars at the RRF railyard in order to form longer train lengths 

(a requirement of CSX) 
• Transport the ITCs by rail to an out-of-County landfill 

 
While this scenario avoids the roadway improvements that would be necessary for the other long-
haul scenarios, it still requires track and railyard improvements at the RRF to accommodate the large 
quantity of MSW that would be staged at and transported from that site. Additionally, the round trip 
cycle time by rail from the RRF to an out-of-County landfill is likely to be at least 8 days.  



  

 

2 

This means that, in order to keep a steady pace of hauling commensurate with the rate of incoming 
MSW, a large number of new rail cars are needed, which involves time for manufacturing as this 
stock is manufactured-to-order. Arcadis engineers estimate that an aggressive timeline for the 
capital projects would be 6-12 months for the planning, procurement, and contracting, and 48 
months for the design, permitting, rolling stock fabrication, and construction of facility 
modifications. Altogether, this is a total timeframe of a minimum of 54 months or 4.5 years.  
 
It would be a logistical impossibility to complete the above necessary steps to implement long-
hauling between now and the original April 2026 expiration of the RRF operating agreement (a period 
of just over a year). Therefore it would not be possible to maintain the necessary continuity of solid 
waste collection and disposal services without the short-term extension.  
 
III. What were the conditions that enabled MSW to be long-hauled on an emergency basis in 

2016? Why would those conditions not apply to long-hauling as an interim measure over 
the next several years?  

 
Emergency hauling operations occurred during a roughly 19-day period in December 2016 because 
of a fire at the RRF. That short term, emergency scenario is not comparable to a current long-haul 
alternative for the County’s MSW for the following reasons. 
 
First and most significantly, the volume of MSW that was hauled from the TFS in December 2016 was 
only approximately one third of the volume of MSW that is currently managed at the RRF and would 
need to be long-hauled as an alternative option today. That is because during the December 2016 
emergency, MSW collected curbside was redirected away from the TFS and instead hauled directly 
to alternative regional disposal facilities. The TFS also temporarily imposed restrictions on 
acceptance of certain materials, including bulky waste and construction and demolition debris to 
reduce tonnage. MSW was also temporarily stored in the TFS pit and rail containers, a situation that 
is not permitted except in emergency.   
 
The approximately 30% of MSW that was hauled from the TFS was transported to multiple regional 
facilities, including primarily the Reworld RRF in Lorton, Virginia. This transportation occurred via 
tractor-trailer, with a round trip cycle time of about 2 hours. Obviously transport to the Lorton RRF 
facility, even if that option was still available, would be counter to the goal of discontinuing use of 
the RRF. Instead, the nearest potential out-of-County landfills that could be used in a long-haul 
scenario today would require at least a 160-mile travel distance. This significantly increases the 
round-trip cycle time, increasing the number of vehicles (tractor-trailers or rail cars) needed to 
transport the same quantity of waste.  
 
Finally, during the short-term emergency, hauling contractors directed their own CDL drivers from 
existing routes and hired new CDL drivers with tractor-trailers. 
 
It is also important to note that any partial shift to long-hauling of a portion of the County’s MSW 
would significantly increase the overall costs of MSW management and disposal. This is because it 
would require operating two concurrent systems of MSW management: the continued operation of 
the RRF (with costs that are largely fixed regardless of volume) as well as the new long-haul system.  
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IV. How would acceleration of up front programs to reduce the MSW disposal stream affect 

the decision on the short-term RRF extension?  
 
Accelerating up-front diversion programs, whether it be Save-As-You-Throw or food scrap collection 
and composting, is a key part of DEP’s overall Aiming for Zero Waste strategy. These programs will, 
over time, help to improve incentives to recycle or reduce waste, and capture portions of the waste 
stream that are currently under-captured. These programs, however, are not anticipated to reduce 
the remaining waste tonnage in the timeframe and at the scale needed to avoid development of an 
alternative primary technology in lieu of continued operation of the RRF.  For example, food scraps 
make up 16.6% of the total MSW stream in Montgomery County (based on the 2023 SCS Waste 
Composition Study).  
 
New organics diversion programs typically take several years to ramp up participation, and no 
diversion program will capture all divertible material. Still, even if all food scraps were diverted from 
MSW and composted, the remaining 83% of the MSW stream would still require management 
through an alternative technology. Short-term extension of the RRF operations agreement would still 
be required to manage this remaining stream of waste materials.  Implementation of a long-term 
solution to managing the remaining stream of waste materials requires greater time than the 
remaining duration of the current operating agreement.  
 
V. Supporting Documentation  
 

DAFIG Presentation 
  
Below are several slides that were presented at the Dickerson Area Facility Implementation 
Group (DAFIG) meeting on January 29, 2025. The first slide compares short-term emergency 
hauling operations with long-term sustained operations for long-haul. The second slide 
elaborates on the conditions under which short-term emergency hauling was implemented in 
2016. The third slide outlines the conditions that would exist if the County shifted to sustained 
long-hauling going forward.  

 
The full presentation can be found on the DAFIG website here: 
https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/DEP/trash-recycling/dafig/index.html 
 
Aiming for Zero Waste Website 
 
This document is available at the Montgomery County Aiming for Zero Waste website: 
https://montgomerycountymd.gov/zerowaste 
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