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As a solid waste educator in Marshall County, Iowa, Pam Blake was known for her enthusiasm, warmth, 
and eagerness to engage with the Marshall County community.  During her career of 23 years Blake 
approached many changes to the industry and community with a positive attitude and tireless 
commitment to education.  “I had to pretend for all of those years to see these programs as new to me.  
What would I think if I just moved to town, just moved to this country?  Where would I go for 
information, and what information am I looking for? My job was to make recycling easier by making 
sure people knew how to take care of their waste, no matter what,” says Blake.  It was these attributes 
that led Blake to establish a comprehensive solid waste education program in the community, 
contributing to increased recycling and environmental awareness to the benefit of Marshall County and 
the state of Iowa. 
 
In 1996, Pam accepted the position as Recycling Coordinator for Marshall County Landfill Commission 
and Iowa Valley Community College.  The Landfill Commission had been charged with increasing 
diversion of waste from landfill disposal and was looking for someone to engage the community and 
increase awareness of recycling programs available to residents.  “It doesn’t matter how good your 



recycling programs are if nobody know about them,” says Joe Robertson, then Director of Recycling 
and Solid Waste in Marshall County.  Robertson approached Iowa Valley Community College with the 
idea of sharing resources and together they submitted a Solid Waste Alternatives Program grant from the 
Iowa Department of Natural Resources to fund the position for two years.  “I’d rather be lucky than 
good-and my luck was Pam,” says Robertson.  “The first time I met her, I was impressed by her warmth 
and genuine interest in the issues we were facing.   And then she told me that her first idea was to host a 
picnic at the landfill.  You should have seen the look on my face!” 
 
Blake’s background and education had prepared her to work with people.  Blake received a Bachelor’s 
of Science degree from University of Minnesota/Mankato in Family Consumer Science Education in 
1974 and went on to complete a Master’s degree from Iowa State University in 1983.  After teaching 
Family Consumer Science in junior high for three years she became the Iowa State University County 
Extension Home Economist for 2 counties in the Creston Iowa region.  While Blake was working as the 
Adult Program Director at the YWCA in Marshalltown, she was approached by an Iowa Valley 
Community College employee about the job opening.  “They said, you are a recycler and you have 
always had an interest in the environment.  I thought yeah, it does sound like fun and it’s only two 
years,” recalls Blake.   
 
“In her first year she went to work immediately and developed all of our print material for distribution, 
and then she just never quit creating new programs, writing grants, and collaborating with everyone,” 
says Robertson. Blake organized the first “Picnic at the Landfill,” an opportunity for residents to visit a 
pond at the landfill site on the year’s first free public fishing weekend.  Blake partnered with the County 
Conservation department to provide fishing poles and catered the event with local sponsors.  Garbage, 
recycling, and compost collection containers were focal as well as landfill tours.  “And it worked,” says 
Robertson.  “We continued the event for three years and people still remember it.  They couldn’t believe 
they were at the landfill.  She even set up a display about soil erosion and broadened the scope from 
recycling education to environmental education from the very beginning. She pulled people in right 
away.”   
 
From planning Earth Day events to hosting “Reclaim your Holidays” workshops, Blake continued to 
find new ways to engage multiple levels of the community.  During the years of 1998-2000, she 
partnered with Iowa Waste Exchange to host conferences for businesses to address recycling and solid 
waste issues and participated in auditing of local school districts.  Robertson views Blake’s participation 
with schools to be one of her greatest successes.  To support waste minimization efforts within schools, 
Blake organized an annual calendar contest and received almost 600 entries from students each year. 
The calendar program has been a success for 15 years and will be continued by Marshall County 
Landfill after Blake’s retirement.  Not to be left out-Blake ensured Iowa Valley Community College 
benefited from her efforts by hosting Earth Day activities and Clean Out days with college students, 
providing opportunities to students to donate unwanted items to the Salvation Army and to recycle as 
much waste as possible. 
 
Blake’s part-time position with Iowa Valley Community College also provided access to the Iowa 
Communications Network (ICN) and she regularly facilitated recycling presentations and discussions 
across the state.  These ICN sessions became a way for Iowa solid waste educators to exchange ideas 



and share information, leading to the eventual establishment of the Iowa Solid Waste Educators 
committee.  “I remember attending one of my first Iowa Recycling Association Conferences and there 
were maybe five of us educators there.  In the beginning, we were not so related the landfill but came 
from many different backgrounds and I’ve seen that change over time.  It is a true testament to the 
importance of recycling education to see the landfills grow to support educators and participate in 
programs like the Environmental Management System, just look at how many educators there are now 
in the state and what an impact they have.”  In the past twenty years this committee has grown from five 
educators meeting in Albia for lunch to over thirty members providing tours, training and networking 
opportunities specific to educators in the industry. 
 
As a solid waste educator, Blake’s contribution to the level of programming across the state is evident 
and her ideas, willingness to collaborate, and positive attitude will be missed by her peers.  Many 
educators remember their beginnings with Blake acting as a mentor of sorts-sharing experiences and 
always available to answer questions despite her part-time status.   “Pam truly came from an education 
background. She worked hard to make sure the materials would reach the diverse people in the area, 
getting flyers translated. I admire the work she did - splitting time at the college and the solid waste 
agency,” says Leslie Goldsmith, Land Quality Bureau Program planner at Iowa Department of Natural 
Resources. 
 
One of Blake’s most difficult communication obstacles came to be language itself due to an influx of 
Spanish-speaking residents in the Marshalltown community.  In 2000 she applied for a SWAP grant to 
hire a bi-lingual coordinator to better communicate her message with a new demographic.  “This was a 
game changer,” Blake says.  “We immediately began publishing all of our materials in both English and 
Spanish, then we started knocking on doors.  We visited homes and businesses to talk with them about 
how to manage their waste and how to recycle more.  I would schedule sessions at the Education and 
Training Center in Marshalltown where they were teaching English classes to teach them about disposal 
methods in our community, to talk about household hazardous waste and demonstrate alternative safe 
cleaning methods.”  This effort garnered state-wide recognition for Blake and her team with a 2005 
Iowa Society of Solid Waste Operations Award for Best Education Program. 
 
Blake’s career spanned not only communication barriers in language but also in communication 
platforms.  As the world transitioned from newspapers and radio to the internet, Blake actively 
embraced new media outlets by assisting with web-site development and scheduled appearances on the 
local college television station.  “Pam initiated a video of the recycling center to be posted on You-Tube 
and the landfill’s website just before she retired.  I thought it was a great idea and it’s just one of the 
ways that she never stopped doing her job.  It was always something new,” says Rich Byers, CEO and 
President of Mid-Iowa Workshop Recycling Center. “She was always writing up articles for the paper, 
asking about what we could take or not take and keeping people in touch with changes.” 
 
“She was so inclusive of all groups and willing to work with anyone.  The relationships she established 
in the community were integral to accomplishing increased waste diversion.  Within the first four years 
we saw tremendous growth toward the 25% statewide reduction goal and we could not have done it 
without her.  She was all about exposure and supported collaboration at every level: with our private 



haulers, the recycling center, and she even jumped right in on our first Household Hazardous Waste 
collection event” remembers Robertson. 
 
After 23 years, Blake had established herself in the community as the one who could answer your 
questions about recycling or anything trash-related.  “I gave presentations to anyone and everyone, from 
senior housing centers to pre-schools and created a PowerPoint tour of the landfill for those unable to 
visit on-site.  Joe (Robertson) wanted people to know more about the landfill and to encourage tours,” 
says Blake.  “I’m still getting calls.  People say I know you are retired but I thought you would know 
what to do with this.  Solid waste education is ever-changing and never-ending.” 
 
“Pam’s legacy is the importance of education in improving the environment,” says Byers.   
 
Upon Blake’s retirement Don Ballalatak, current Director of Marshall County Landfill, has ensured that 
legacy will endure by creating a full-time Recycling Education Coordinator position.  “We found value 
in Pam’s work and wanted an educator to be more involved in the landfill.  She had such a great attitude 
and was willing to dig-in.  It makes a big difference!  We have plans to construct a new scale house that 
will provide office space for an educator as well as a location for tours and education activities,” says 
Ballalatak.  Blake’s successor even has plans to resurrect her “Picnic at the Landfill” program and will 
continue to expand the education programming she established, knowing that when the library calls to 
talk about the summer reading program it is because Pam always went, every year. 
 
In summary, it is our belief as Iowa Solid Waste Educators that Pam Blake deserves recognition for her 
demonstrated contribution to waste reduction in the state.  Blake’s commitment of 23 years as an 
educator is commendable, her positive attitude exceptional, and her career influential.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
The Iowa Solid Waste Educators Committee 
 
 
 


