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APPLICATION SUMMARY 
 

To combat plastic bag contamination and pollution in Central Iowa, Metro Waste Authority 
created the Earth Month Plastic Bag Swap. Residents were invited to swap one bag full of 
disposable plastic bags for one reusable bag made of recycled plastic at their city hall. The city 
that collected the most bags was awarded a park bench made of recycled plastic, and 109,000 
total plastic bags were collected and kept out of the landfill. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPLICATION NARRATIVE 

 
 

 
 

To celebrate Earth Month, Metro Waste Authority (MWA) wanted to create a unique recycling 
campaign which would get each of our member communities involved in recycling in a hands-on 
way. One of the most prominent sources of contamination in our recycling stream (and recycling 
streams across the state) is plastic bags, so to target these, MWA developed the “Earth Month Plastic 
Bag Swap”. Through this campaign, residents brought in a bag full of disposable plastic bags to their 
city hall in exchange for one reusable bag. In the spirit of friendly competition, the city that 
accumulated the most plastic bags (per capita) received a park bench for their city. 

 
The campaign created significant excitement among residents--both because of their desire to 
increase landfill diversion, and because they wanted a park bench. The enthusiasm created media 
excitement too, leading to two stories by WHO-TV, as well as features covered by other TV news 
channels, The Des Moines Register and additional local print publications. 

 
To gain traction, out-of-the-box thinking was required. Staff decided to call on local areal 
schools to decorate the collection boxes with environmentally friendly messages, which 
prompted conversations about recycling amongst the kids. Additionally, staff needed to find a 
weight to measure the quantity of bags collected, so fish-hook scales were purchased to weigh 
the collections. And, lastly, MWA needed a way to incentivize residents to participate, so the 
prize of a park bench was landed on as a form of community enhancement. The project also 
involved close contact and collaboration with city staff for maintaining collection boxes at city 
halls (as opposed to collection only at our facilities, allowing for 20 drop-off points instead of 
seven). 

 
Through the implementation of this project, Metro Waste Authority educated residents in 20 
communities on the proper disposal of plastic bags, and diverted 109,000 individual bags out of the 
garbage stream. That’s enough bags to make nine park benches! While plastic bags were accepted in 
city halls through the month of April, the campaign educated the importance of keeping bags out of 
recycling carts, as well as the landfill, and the option to recycle them at local grocery stores. 

 



Community Impact 
This campaign opened up a number of opportunities to benefit individual residents, as well as build 
connections between residents, city staff, and MWA staff. Each resident that brought in a bag full of 
plastic bags received a reusable bag (made entirely of recycled plastic water bottles) for free. This 
benefited residents as we were able to reduced cost barriers associated with being environmentally-
friendly, and it promoted environmentally-conscious shopping and disposal practices. 

 
Additionally, to educate and involve area youth, each collection box was decorated with 
environmental messages by students from Henry A. Wallace Elementary school and the West 
Des Moines elementary schools.  At the conclusion of the campaign, collection boxes were used 
to structure bales of plastic bags and were given to the Animal Rescue League for use. 

 
To build community connections, collection boxes were housed at city halls for drop-off during 
the campaign. This way, residents were able to interact with city staff when they went in to drop 
off bags. Additionally, MWA staff were able to interact with city staff when they came to empty 
the full collection boxes. MWA staff made a total of 80 visits throughout the month to area city 
halls. 

 
This campaign proved especially interactive for our smaller communities. The total weight of plastic 
bags were to be broken down on a “per capita” basis at the conclusion of the project to give smaller 
cities an equal chance to win the park bench. However, one of the smallest participating 
communities, Alleman, with a population of 450, won outright by a landslide. Alleman city staff 
went door-to-door to collect plastic bags from their residents, and collected a whopping 264 pounds 
of bags. They received the park bench--their city’s first park bench--at a ceremony with residents, 
city staff, and MWA staff and board members. 

 
Outcomes 

 
The campaign was created to highlight the importance of properly disposing of plastic bags. As a 
new initiative, staff maintained realistic expectations for the success. Because the end goal was to 
give away a park bench made of recycled plastic bags, which requires 12,000 plastic bags to 
create, the hope was to collect that number of bags. 

 
At the conclusion of the month-long campaign, MWA collected 1,813 pounds of plastic bags, 
equivalent to 
109,000 individual plastic bags. Enough to make nine park benches; in other words, over nine 
times the goal. 

 
Additionally, MWA gave away 600 reusable bags to residents. A limit of 30 reusable bags had to 
be placed on the amount each city could receive due to cost restrictions, but the majority of the 
cities were able to give away all 30 bags to residents. In regard to both the amount of material 
collected, and the amount of reusable bags given away, the project significantly exceeded 
expectations. 

 
Environmental Management 

 
This project was designed to consider sustainability in as many aspects as possible. From the 
material collected, to the materials used in the reusable bags and the park bench, each aspect of the 
campaign was carefully considered for environmentally-friendly opportunities. 

 
 
 



 
By choosing to collect plastic bags, we decreased contamination in our service area through 
competition and education, and also provided reusable bags to decrease future use of plastic bags. 
These actions additionally fulfilled an EMS objective to prevent pollution throughout our service 
area. 

 
To further our sustainability efforts, utilizing recycled material in the items that were given away 
(reusable bags and bench), demonstrated a full lifecycle for recyclables. 
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