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October 3, 2024

Zoe Heller

Director, CalRecycle

1001 I Street, Sacramento, CA 95814
Zoe.heller@calrecycle.ca.gov

San Francisco Mayor London Breed
City Hall

1 Dr Carlton B. Goodlett Place
Room 200

San Francisco, CA 94102
MayorLondonBreed@sfgov.org

RE: Time To Pull The Plug On The Failed San Francisco BottleBank Pilot
Dear Director Heller and Mayor Breed,

Consumer Watchdog writes to ensure that CalRecycle ends the San Francisco
BottleBank pilot as of January 1, 2025, because it has failed to provide San
Franciscans with convenient access to get back their CRV bottle and can deposits.

The moment this pilot became operational in 2021, it served to excuse 400 retail
stores from taking CRV containers back in store and from refunding deposits for
850,000 San Franciscans. Instead, three trucks rotate between more than 20
parking lots where redemption is offered for three or four hours per week, mainly
during weekdays.

The lack of convenience is evident:

* While the state’s rate of direct consumer returns of empty, clean
containers hovers at 58% for the 12 months ending July 2024, San
Francisco County’s redemption rate of direct consumer returns of deposit
containers stands at under 40%, an abject embarrassment. (About 90% of
that redemption rate is due to Our Planet Recycling, the only major
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recycling center in San Francisco, which is separate from but runs the
Bottle Bank pilot program.)

* Between January 2022 and April 2024, this pilot has attracted only 7,000
BottleBank subscribers out of a city of 850,000, such a paltry number of
consumers as to be practically insignificant.!

« It costs the pilot 41 cents to hand back a nickel to a consumer.?

Real convenience requires consumer access to redemption on the part of both
retailers and full-service redemption centers 70 hours a week. In Michigan, stores
serve consumers with redemption during all store hours, according to Consumer
Watchdog’s report on the subject. In Oregon, redemption is available during all
store hours and up to 16 hours seven days a week at redemption centers and at bag
drop express depots. Working people need access to redemption early in the
morning and late in the evening, as well as on weekends.

According to budget documents on the pilot obtained under the Public Records Act
(PRA) from the San Francisco Environment Department, the money budgeted for
2023 ($1.42 million) and the money projected for 2024 ($841,520) has now largely

run out.

1 According to Alina Bekkerman, Zero Waste Coordinator for the San Francisco
Environment Department, the SF BottleBank pilot “has now generated over
$360,000 in CRV redeemed for over 7k program participants since launching in
January 2022.” This statement was made in April as part of a public comment on
new rules CalRecycle is rolling out for supermarkets to form cooperatives for CRV
redemption service under the state’s bottle deposit system reform law SB 1013
(Atkins).

2 BottleBank collected 3.5 million containers in 2023, or 291,000 containers per
month, according to Our Planet Recycling which runs the BottleBank pilot. The
results of our Public Records Act (PRA) request to the San Francisco Environment
Department revealed that operating costs to run the pilot were about $120,000 per
month during 2023.
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CalRecycle should under no circumstances extend or increase state payments of
any kind to the San Francisco BottleBank pilot. As of January 1, 2025, retailers of
sufficient size will have to take containers back in store themselves and refund
deposits in places with insufficient recycling centers or they can form a
cooperative to offer redemption service as they see fit.

San Francisco consumers need and are not getting widespread access to
redemption. It is high time to stop throwing good money after bad and require San
Francisco retailers to provide convenient access to CRV redemption for their
customers.

Sincerely,

9@»@ Cownt

Jamie Court
President
Consumer Watchdog

Liza Tucker
Energy Advocate
Consumer Watchdog

CC:

S.F. Mayor London Breed
City Hall

1 Dr Carlton B. Goodlett Place
Room 200



San Francisco, CA 94102
MayorLondonBreed@sfgov.org
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