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Winneshiek County Recycling Department 

 
 
Many years ago Winneshiek County decided that in order for recycling to be an effective and 
sustainable department for the long haul, a substantial increase in traffic into the recycling 
facility would be required. Through community partnerships and innovative public relations, the 
recycling facility has become one of the most popular public facilities in the area. With a 
reputation for convenience, efficiency and fun, the Winneshiek Recycling Department has made 
recycling enjoyable for the community. 
 

PROGRAM/PROJECT 
 
How is effective recycling promoted? 
Everything we do is promoted using public relations as the foundation. The largest amount of our 
media exposure is done through local radio, social media, and online news sites. We emphasize the 
fact that everyone is an owner of this facility and also the landfill so when it comes to getting rid of 
something it is in their best interest to choose the correct outlet. Recycling trivia is played on the 
tow local radio stations three times per week. Winners receive an official Winneshiek County 
recycling bin. This is the most popular contest the stations have ever had. Hundreds of bins have 
been given away, and it educates people at the same time. We make recycling an enjoyable 
experience whenever possible. A collaborative booth with the Winneshiek County Conservation 
Department at the Winneshiek County Fair is an annual event. Over 100 class visits and tours are 
given each year, too. 
 
What are the program’s significant accomplishments?  
We decided several years ago to make the recycling facility one of the most popular public facilities 
in the area. This we have achieved and then some. The recycling plant now receives far more daily 
visitors than any other government facility in the county. Our traffic is now so heavy we have had to 
install an additional entrance onto the grounds for residential users, and a third entrance just for 
commercial users. We are also having to install traffic control lights this fall. Our participation rate 
is extremely high for a county of less than 21,000. All of this we have done with a program that is 
purely voluntary. 
 
 
 



What is unique and innovative? 
When the public wanted 24/7 drop-off service at the recycling center, we built what could possibly 
be the only totally off the grid solar powered 24/7 recycling drop off facility in the country. Not 
building a facility of that design would have been unacceptable to the residents of Winneshiek 
County as more solar panels per capita are found here than in any other county in Iowa . Our new 
HHW satellite facility is designed to be open all year round with absolutely no appointment 
necessary. We process many tons of books through this facility so we created a large free 
community library to make sure every book that has some reading life left in it has one final chance 
at being used. Our community library even uses a book shelf that was part of the original 
Winneshiek County Courthouse built in 1904. Children have their own section, too. Our library has 
hundreds of users each week. Insomniac book readers at 3:00 am are a common occurrence. A large 
digital time/temperature unit was installed on the peak of the building. Traffic on the main highway 
can easily see it. Just seeing the temperature as one drives by generates daily street talk, and their 
daily street talk then always includes the word “recycling”. We also have some pink bins in our fleet 
that draw a lot of attention when they make an appearance in the various towns throughout the 
county. 
 
What are the benefits to the recycling community? 
Maximum recycling convenience with collection sites that are open 24/7. We also place great 
emphasis on providing good stewardship of the taxpayer’s money. Winneshiek County regards the 
taxpayers as the primary stakeholders in the program. We are able to operate every year on a cost 
per ton basis lower than our landfill, even in the last year with the depressed market prices. That is 
what it takes to make recycling financially attractive over landfilling. We are the model of recycling 
efficiency that everyone can strive for. 
 
 

IMPACT 
 
How has the program/project ensured materials are reused or recycled and put to their 
highest and best use? 
One thing we specialize in is working with the community based thrift stores. We work with seven 
different stores in a geographic area that stretches from New Albin in the extreme Northeast corner 
of the state all the way to Grundy Center in East Central Iowa. We have trained the staff in each 
store so they can practice proper waste reduction and ensure that only items with no reuse or 
recycling option end up in the landfill. The local community based thrift stores also work as 
partners with us during the annual Luther College move out week. 
 
How is the community positively impacted? 
Not only do we contribute to extending the life of our landfill, but we also work to create and 
maintain a positive image of Winneshiek County as a whole. We look at the recycling department 



as being part of a much larger picture. When people see how well this county department is run, it 
helps make the rest of the departments also look good. 
 
What are the environment benefits? 
We divert nearly 3,000 tons from our landfill each year. For a county of less than 21,000 that is 
phenomenal, especially with a purely voluntary system. 
 
How have cultural or behavioral changes occurred? 
As far as behavioral changes, we are the first place people think of asking when they wish to get 
rid of something. As far as cultural, our performance encourages people to have confidence in 
their local government. When we look good, it helps the other county departments look good. 
Everything just works so much smoother when people have confidence in their local government 
services. A positive attitude toward local government services is critical to developing and 
maintaining a vibrant community. In 2015 when Winneshiek County was studied by the Iowa 
Initiative for Sustainable Communities, one of the findings of the study was that the Winneshiek 
County Recycling Department is the model that the other county and municipal departments 
should follow. People in our area have a very strong sense of ownership of this program. 
 
Has the program been replicated, or could it be easily replicated? 
To our knowledge, it has not been replicated anywhere at the level we have. It could be replicated in 
an area that has public ownership of the landfill and recycling center, but it would also require 
having the broad community support that we have. 
 
 

COMMUNITY SUPPORT AND PARTNERSHIPS 
 
How has the nominee engaged potential partners, stakeholders and others? 
For all of the generators of recyclable materials, we proved to them that recycling was a much better 
financial option for them instead of landfilling. Each case is handled on an individualized basis, and 
we always make sure they are aware that landfilling comes with a bill, recycling does not. We also 
made recycling as convenient as possible for everyone with our 24/7 collection system. 
 
How has the project garnered community support and partnerships? 
A prime example is our partnership with Luther College. Our collaborative efforts with them are 
quite extensive. We are an integral part of the Luther Sustainability Program. Nine of our 46 
collection roll-offs are located on the Luther campus. Together we have made recycling an 
expectation with all of the students and staff. Every Luther student at some point in their college 
career receives a class visit from the recycling department manager. Luther students are also able to 
have work-study jobs at the recycling center. Luther students comprise 12% of the population of the 
county and we treat their yearly move in and move out as major events. Our landfill diversion 
efforts during those times are so effective that only a very small amount of recyclable or reusable 



material escapes to the landfill. Winneshiek County considers collaborating with Luther College so 
important that it is actually listed as a criteria in our landfill Comprehensive Plan. We also do 
similar efforts with the various public schools and Northeast Iowa Community College. Every 
classroom in the entire county, whether it is a college, secondary school, or even a preschool, has a 
Winneshiek County Recycling Department bin in it. All of the schools also have a large recycling 
roll-off provided by the county. 
 
How has the project earned media coverage? 
Our media coverage has been substantial. We have a daily presence on the two local radio stations. 
The recycling trivia contests we have DecorahNews.com has also covered us whenever needed. So 
have the local newspapers. KWWL TV has done stories on us. We also use social media to some 
extent. The Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs provided grant money to create a five minute 
video called “Three Pathways”. This video is about how in Winneshiek County everyone owns the 
landfill and recycling facility, and also a community thrift store owned by all 33 churches in the 
county. In essence, whenever someone in Winneshiek County wants to get rid of something, they 
more than likely have an ownership stake in the disposal method. This video can be found on 
YouTube. 
 
 


