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Overview 

In the Spring of 2022, the Glencoe Sustainability Task Force (STF) conducted a community survey about 
residents’ attitudes toward sustainability. The residents said in the survey that the reduction of waste, 
including improved recycling, was a high priority. Recycling is a popular and important sustainable 
practice. Not only is it sustainable, but it also saves residents money. Recycling effectively means that 
less waste is going to the landfill, which saves on the fees associated with that. This can translate to 
lower waste-hauling costs for residents. Also, the Village receives a portion of recycling proceeds if 
commodity prices are above a certain level. 

In the Spring of 2022, the Solid Waste Agency of Northern Cook County (SWANCC) conducted its pilot 
recycling cart tagging program in three different communities: Evanston, Barrington and Mt. Prospect. 
The STF learned of this program and took steps to implement this pilot program locally to learn more 
about Glencoe’s recycling habits and tailor education to specific messages. This would address the 
residents’ interest in recycling more effectively and reducing waste.   

The pilot program kicked off with a mailing to households in 
the pilot area before the start of the program.  This letter 
described the program and gave them the option to opt-out. 
Carts were then inspected three out of four weeks on the 
regular recycling collection day, tagged based on the 
observed materials in the cart, and the types of 
contamination found were recorded. The cart tagging was 
conducted on September 9, September 16, and September 
30. 

The principal findings of the pilot program include: 

• The most common types of contamination were 
bagging recycled goods and plastic bags and film.  

• There were significantly fewer “Oops!” tags given out on September 30 than in the previous 
weeks. That indicated that the residents were paying attention to the tags and taking corrective 
action. 

• The findings show which materials need the subject of additional education. For example, the 
Village could do more focused education on the importance of leaving recyclable materials loose 
in the cart.  

Volunteers evaluating a recycling cart 
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This report will document the Village’s cart tagging pilot program, including the planning process, 
materials used, data collection, and findings.  

Initiation 

During the early part of 2022, STF members learned of the Recycling Cart Tagging Pilot program being 
conducted by SWANCC1. As part of this program, volunteers would walk around residential 
neighborhoods on a normal garbage and recycling collection day. The volunteers would open the 
recycling cart and examine the contents. If the volunteers found non-recyclable contaminants in the 
cart, they would attach an “Oops!” tag to the cart. The “Oops!” tag could be marked up by the 
volunteers to let the resident know the contaminants that were observed. If no contaminants were 
found, the volunteers would leave a “Thank You!” tag. Volunteers would also document which tags were 
left and any contaminants that were found.  

Volunteer members of the STF reached out to SWANCC to inquire about the program and learn more 
about it. After receiving approval from the STF, one of the STF members coordinated with SWANCC to 
observe the cart tagging in the field in April 2022. After this direct observation, the STF began taking 
steps to implement the cart tagging program locally in Glencoe. 

Program Planning 

The STF identified the area of Glencoe where it would conduct the program. Based on feedback from 
SWANCC, the STF looked for an area consisting of approximately 200 single-family houses in a relatively 
condensed area. This would allow a small group of volunteers to cover the entire area in only a few 
hours. An area that best fit those parameters was found in southwest Glencoe in an area known as the 
Presidential Streets. This area was bounded on the north by Adams Avenue, on the south by Woodlawn 
Avenue, on the east by Randolph Street and on the west by Grove Street. A map of the area is in the 
appendix.  

Pilot Program Materials 

Mailers: Before the beginning of the program, residents in the cart-tagging area were mailed a letter 
that described the program and included images of the cart tags. The letter came from Village staff and 
was on Village letterhead. The letter outlined the program and its purpose. As part of the letter, 
residents were given the option of opting out of the program if they did not want their recycling cart 
opened by a volunteer. There were seven addresses in the study area that requested to opt out. A copy 
of the letter is attached in Appendix C.  

Cart Tags: The cart tags were produced by an outside printing vendor. The Village estimated the number 
of tags based on the experience of the other communities in the SWANCC pilot programs. The Village 
ordered 650 of the “Oops!” tags and 650 of the “Thank You!” tags. SWANCC provided Glencoe with the 
tag designs. The tags were designed by SWANCC based on other organizations’ tags and their own 
experience. SWANCC added the Village and STF logos to the tags.  

 
1 More information about SWANCC’s program can be found in their report from July 2022 which can be found at 
https://swancc.org/about-us/document-archive/misc/581-cart-tagging-pilot-program-report-july-2022/file 

https://swancc.org/about-us/document-archive/misc/581-cart-tagging-pilot-program-report-july-2022/file
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The STF received feedback on the tags from the Glencoe residents. Some said that there was too much 
information on the tag. Others said that there wasn’t the right information on them. However, no 
changes were made to the content of the tags.  

Pilot Program Costs 

This program was funded through the STF’s budget provided by the Village. The direct costs for the 
program included the printing of the cart tags and mailing of the letters to the residents. The total cost 
was $842.10. 

The Village also provided administrative staff support from its Public Works Management Analyst. This 
consisted of approximately 30 hours throughout the program and included tasks such as mapping the 
pilot area, coordinating the printing of the tags, coordinating the mailing, ensuring volunteer safety, and 
data analysis.  

The actual tagging portion of the program was conducted by STF volunteers. Each day, the fieldwork 
took a team of about 6 volunteers approximately 2 hours, or about 36 hours. In addition, volunteers 
helped develop and oversee the program, which was about another 5 hours. In total, about 41 volunteer 
hours were contributed to the program.  

Overall, the pilot program was labor intensive, and conducting the program in other parts of the Village 
would require an even greater commitment time, especially the volunteer hours it takes to conduct the 
actual tagging fieldwork. This is due to larger lot sizes and greater distance between houses in other 
parts of the Village.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data collection: Along with an educational component, the cart tagging program also collected valuable 
data about recycling habits in the study area. The data collected provided insight into the percentage of 
carts that had contaminants and the types of contamination present.  

Data was collected using Google Forms. Google Forms is a free-to-use module and can be used by 
anyone using a smartphone and web browser. SWANCC provided the form they used, and the Village 
replicated it. This allowed the volunteers to quickly record what they observed and the data from this 
Form can be easily downloaded and analyzed.  

For each address, a volunteer team would open the cart and do a quick visual check in the cart. 
Volunteers only examined what was visitable on the top of the cart. The volunteers did not move items 
around or dig through the cart. Using the Google Form, volunteers would enter the house address, 
whether a cart was set out, which type of tag was left, and what contaminants were observed. If no 
contaminants were observed, then a “Thank You!” tag was left. If contaminants were found, then the 
volunteers would note what they found on an “Oops!” tag and attach it to the cart. 
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Presence of Contamination: The chart below shows the percentage of “Oops!” tags given per week. 
There was a slight drop in the number of “Oops!” tags between Week 1 and Week 2. However, there 
was a significant drop in the number of “Oops!” tags between Week 2 and Week 3. The volunteers could 
see in the field that there was a significant improvement not only in terms of the number of “Thank 
you!” tags that were given out and a reduction in the number of contaminants in the carts.  

 

Contaminations By Type: Using the data collected by the volunteers, the prevalence of each 
contaminant type can be tracked.  

• The most common contaminant was shopping bags and plastic film. The second most common 
contaminant was people putting recycling in bags. Both of these items were expected to be 
commonly present in the carts. Bagged recycling spilling out of carts is commonly observed in 

An example of bagged recycling 
contamination  

An example of food wrapper and plastic 
film contamination  
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Glencoe. In addition, there is no local place in the Village to recycle plastic bags but there is a 
great desire to do so.  

• The next common contaminant was single-use paper, such as paper towels, paper plates, and 
napkins. This was probably because people assumed that all paper products are recyclable. 
However, once people were educated on this, there was a 54 percent drop observed in these 
contaminants from week 1 to week 3, which is one of the biggest drops of all contaminant 
types.  

• There was an entry in the data collection process to record instances of electronics, batteries, 
and whole food items. However, volunteers did not observe any of these contaminants. This 
shows that residents have gotten the message to not place these items in their curbside carts. 
SWANCC’s data showed that they found those contaminants in the three communities which 
participated in the pilot program.  

The following chart shows the percentage of all the contaminants observed by week. 

 

Challenges and Lessons Learned 

Part of the program analysis includes reviewing how it was implemented, including reviewing the 
challenges that were encountered and what lessons were learned from the pilot program. 

Challenge #1: Volunteer Training 

To conduct the pilot program, the Village had to rely on volunteers to do the fieldwork. Due to 
constraints on time, there was little time to train the volunteers. This led to some discrepancies in some 
of the evaluations and data collection, using the Google Form, and how to visually check the cart. This 
made the first week take longer to cover the entire study area. Establishing this time in advance and 
communicating it to the volunteers would have mitigated these issues.  
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Challenge #2: Google Form Setup 

In the section of the Google Form labeled “Select all of the contaminants found,” the user was required 
to submit an answer. This was a problem if the homeowner didn’t participate in the program. There was 
no option among the list for the volunteers to select when the homeowner did not participate. This led 
to some inconsistent answers that had to be corrected when analyzing data.  

This problem was only present during the first week. For weeks 2 and 3, the list was revised to include 
an option for opt-outs/non-participation. The list was also revised to reorder the contaminants so that 
the more common ones were placed at the top of the list.  

Challenge #3: Addresses on Houses 

The volunteers found that it was difficult to identify addresses on several houses. Either house numbers 
were not present or difficult to find.  This was especially difficult for houses located on street corners. 
This affected to quality of the data collected. Workaround solutions involved using Google Maps to find 
the address or guessing addresses based on neighboring houses. This could be mitigated by providing 
volunteers with more detailed maps that clearly show the addresses of the houses.  

Next Steps 

The results of this pilot cart tag program show that there are areas in which education can be used to 
encourage more effective recycling. The program also showed that residents are willing to learn and 
change behaviors to recycle more effectively. The results show that there are opportunities for the 
Village to engage in some public information campaigns about effective recycling. Such efforts should be 
well received by Glencoe residents. These efforts could target specific deficient recycling practices. 
Examples could include: 

• Leave it loose; don’t bag recycling 
• Plastic bags can’t go in the curbside cart  
• Not everything that’s recyclable can be put in the curbside cart 
• Not all paper products are recyclable 
• Don’t forget to breakdown your boxes 

The STF and Village Staff will prepare a letter to the residents thanking those that took part in the 
program and sharing the results of the study with the entire community.  
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Appendix: 

A. Map of Pilot Area 
B. Resident Notification Letter 
C. Cart Tags 
D. Google Form used to collect data 
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Appendix A: Map of Pilot Area 
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Appendix B: Resident Notification Letter  
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Appendix C: Cart Tags 
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 Appendix D: Google Form used to collect data
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