Al DuBois is one big reason
why the city’s recycling
efforts stand out amidst its
New Jersey counterparts.
But he gives all the credit to the
crews out on the streets, in
the yards, and on the trucks.
By Douglas John Bowen
When it comes to a cleaner, greener
Earth, Clifton cares. When it comes to
Clifton’s caring, it’s hard to top the drive and
persistence of Municipal Recycling Coordinator
Al DuBois.
“Reuse” is a mantra DuBois applies whenever he can
to Clifton’s highly efficient – and in most years, profitable! – recycling efforts. Indeed, to DuBois, “recycling” is a word fraught with good intent but dubious
consequences, at least within New Jersey. He’d rather
see more “source reduction.”
Many Clifton residents have done their part, he said.
“We’re lucky in Clifton; we have dedicated citizens, dedicated workers with 30 years experience. We’ve done it.
We have the infrastructure, we have the facilities, to do
recycling the right way.”
DuBois paused, then added, “The people who use our
[water] wells; those are the environmentalists.” Sadly,
they’re outnumbered at present by bottled water enthusiasts who with plastic containers generate a larger waste
stream, even if they conscientiously believe recycling
the bottles is a positive step.
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Top: Willie Smith and Carlos Frias; Frias has worked
with Clifton Recycling for two years. “This is a group
effort,” Frias said of his many tasks. “One day we are
on plastic, the next it is glass. The great part is we are
keeping our city clean and helping the environment.”
Above, Kevin Colavitti and Steve Rodrigues both agree
that they are part of a team effort helping to make their
hometown cleaner. “We take pride in Clifton
Recycling,” said Colavitti.

“Recycling takes energy,” DuBois said. “If we really have climate change issues – we can debate all day
just what those issues really are — we have to change
our approach. We need to refill.”
He added, “The average person will do the right thing
if they’re informed. Too often, they’re not informed.”
DuBois works to improve that, a little at a time, both
with residents and small businesses in the field,
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“Al runs the program like it is
Patton’s Army,” said driver
Frank Martorano, who has
been a DPW employee for four
years. “He believes in what he
is doing and instills that in all
the employees. He’s tough and
wants the crews to be doing
their jobs the right way.”
and among municipal staff, where comparisons of
DuBois to General George S. Patton’s “can do” attitude are common.
Early interest in conservation
Khaseem Parker, Michael Sconiers, and Eugene Mazzola are
DuBois sees reuse as a natural extension of the
part of the cardboard and paper crew. “We interact with people every day and we try to be personable and answer their
values he was taught as a child growing up in
questions,” said Parker. “Sometimes we have to politely
Clifton.
decline to take items after we explain what our job is. To many
“I had an uncle who recycled, and all my relapeople, we are the face of Clifton and we take that seriously.”
tives used to reuse and do what they could,” he
“because it’s easiest for the homeowner, and the homerecalled during an interview last month. Bottle deposits
owner can feel virtuous about it.”
were also commonplace during the 1960s, “so I’d go up
to the A&P or someplace like that; they also “they would
Clifton’s lead draws plaudits
give you a deposit on certain bottles. Plus Brookdale
New Jersey mandated recycling in 1988, and Al
[Soda Co.] existed” – the “Pride of the Garden State”
DuBois was there to help make sure Clifton got a good
generated about 3 million cases in soda sales each year
handle on the mandate, helping the city respond rapidly,
during the 1960s, all with refillable bottles as part of the
and effectively, and often profitably, to the new directive.
business plan.
The profitability was perhaps most striking; skeptics and
As the decades passed, so did the labeling for those
even some committed environmentalists in the late
concerned about Earth’s overall health. “I was an ‘envi1980s
were unconvinced, or at least uncertain, that good
ronmentalist’ in high school,” said DuBois, CHS 1975.
environmental efforts could coexist with good business
“It wasn’t called that then; it was the ‘Natural
practices.
Something-or-other Club.’ Whatever it was, I was in it.
DuBois helped prove such seeming “opposites” could
We focused mostly on conservation” – the prudent and
be
wed. Holding the title of Clifton Recycling
efficient use of natural resources, and a label DuBois still
Coordinator at that time, DuBois and his comrades didaccepts with pride.
n’t wait or stall. “We were one of the first to immediateIn fact, DuBois insisted, true conservation goes
ly take it on,” he noted with some satisfaction. “It took
beyond basic recycling, which can eat up energy and
others up to a year to get going.”
resources through reshaping, collecting, and transporting
DuBois said Clifton started by taking what infrastructhe used materials. “Everyone seems to be looking at
ture
it already had, and adjusting it – if indeed it needed
curbside recycling at this time” as the answer to everyadjusting at all. “We had a volunteer deal, a drop off site,
thing, but “that is not the way to go,” he stressed.
for aluminum cans and paper years before it was mandaHe acknowledged that New Jersey municipalities, to
tory,” he pointed out.
overwhelming degree, have done just that anyway,
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USMC veteran Gil Collazo is a light equipment operator, while Omar Fernandez, at right, is a former graphic artist
who now is a rolloff operator who gets the recycled items from the Clifton sites to the processor in Passaic.

When asked if he thinks he was ahead of his
Clifton also evaluated 11 to 12 sites with recycling
time, DuBois deflected the praise to Florio, insistdumpsters in place prior to the state mandate, most of
ing the governor certainly
them operated by businesses
was. “Environmentally, refillor entities such as the Girls
ables really saves energy.
Club (then on Mt. Prospect)
“We happen to be one of the
and the Boys Club. “We let few communities in the state — Recycling takes energy –
melting down and so forth.
those sites stay as they were;
recognized
by
EPA
in
1995
—
Gov. Florio saw that” – one
why ruin what already
that separated materials, as
reason he halted the incineraworks?” DuBois said. “The
tor program, which at the
money generated by those
opposed to single-source.”
time faced mounting resistsites would go to them.”
ance statewide.
Such an approach – which
- Municipal Recycling
Moreover, “The governor
included a large dose of “If it
Coordinator
Al
DuBois
also put out a 50-page docuisn’t broke, don’t fix it” –
ment for 60% recycling and
quickly garnered recognition.
source reduction. The document talks about recycling,
On April 4, 1990, Gov. James Florio traveled to Clifton
composting, and incentives such as bringing your own
to praise the city for its initial efforts to reduce the waste
bags to the supermarkets. It’s a great document. And no
stream through its recycling efforts. “I’m impressed,”
one ever followed it,” DuBois lamented.
the governor was quoted by newspapers saying to city
Still, Clifton blazed an environmental trail, and got
officials. He added, “The hope is that this should be the
recognized repeatedly for its efforts. In 1996, the
normal thing ... Everybody should be doing what Clifton
Institute for Local Self-Reliance, a group hired by the
is doing.”
federal Environmental Protection Agency, recognized
At the time, DuBois recalled, incinerator plants were
Clifton as one of 25 communities nationwide that served
coming on line, and some expected such utilities to be
as a model. During that year, Clifton diverted a healthy
the dominant way to handle waste, with projections of 21
56% of its municipal solid waste from disposal.
incinerators, one per county. But Florio suggested that
“source reduction” would be more prevalent, pleasing
Between 2001 and 2009, DuBois traveled to
DuBois, who was quoted at the time saying he was “very
Washington, D.C., on behalf of the city, to accept
impressed.”
“approximately 17 awards” citing Clifton’s lead-
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CDL driver Mohammed Abufasha recycling Christmas trees. Danny Prendergast (CHS 2005) and Willie Smith: “We
take pride in our community and the environment,” said Prendergast. “We know we’re making a difference.”

ership efforts, such as recycling electronics, adapting
procedures to climate change, educational programs,
tonnage amounts handled, and business program.
In 2008, Clifton received the Environmental Quality
Award, the highest honor EPA bestows. “They thought
of us as the model to lead the way. But no one wants to
follow,” DuBois said.
Outstanding in the field
Clifton may be a lone wolf when it comes to its environmental approach. But DuBois, sometimes called the
“Godfather of Recycling” by admiring residents, is still
leading the charge for change, while maintaining the
effort as a profitable one for Clifton to boot.
“We happen to be one of the few communities in the
state – recognized by EPA in 1995 – that separated
materials, as opposed to single-source,” DuBois said.
Why? In a word: Revenue.
“Single-source is easy for collection, but not for quality, and you lose revenue. It really gives more control and
power to the waste industry,” he said – not just private
contractors but also government entities which develop a
vested interest in less efficient practices.
Clifton saved about $1 million in waste management
costs during its first full year of recycling in 1989 – an
average of $35 per homeowner. As such, it was among
the first municipalities in New Jersey to demonstrate that
one could make environmental sense and business dollars simultaneously.
The savings is considerably less these days as the
nation’s waste flow changes, but it’s still a positive cash
flow, DuBois said. “The markets have declined in last
couple of years, but we have contracts for multiple years.
For Dec. 2016, we netted $33,000, up $5,000 from the
previous month, so the market is slightly getting better.”
Since the inception of the program in 1988, the city has
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earned over $10 million in revenue from the sale of recyclables and grants from New Jersey’s recycling tonnage
program. Clifton’s current contract with Atlantic Coast
Fibers extends through May 2018, and during that period DuBois expects the city to average $388,000 per year
in revenue from its green efforts. “That should be in the
ballpark until the end of the contract,” he observed.
The approach is reinforced by educational programs
in Clifton schools by municipal representatives and by
civic groups, as well as a “carrot and stick” approach to
encourage homeowners and businesses to participate.
The need to boost reuse
Brookdale Soda Co. and other similar ventures have
largely faded from the American business field, and
almost totally within New Jersey – something DuBois
considers a major loss. “Some states, like Vermont and
parts of Massachusetts, still push refillables, but only to
a point. A lot of places have just given up,” he stated.
Several states, including New York, do have bottle bill
laws, which is a net plus, DuBois said; New Jersey is
unlikely to become such a state anytime soon.
“Environmentally, refillables really save energy.
Recycling takes energy – melting down and so forth.”
The recycling concept was earnest, he allowed; “in the
1980s, recycling was the greatest thing because before
that everything was headed for the landfill.”
But recycled materials too often still don’t reach their
intended target, either, DuBois claimed. “In New Jersey,
glass goes for landfill base and cover or to create
‘glassphalt,’ when glass is mixed with asphalt. Glass
can’t be recycled [easily] when it’s commingled, except
in rare instances.” Optical sorting machines can separate
glass from plastics and paper, he acknowledged, “but it’s
costly and it’s energy intensive; it requires a lot of maintenance and energy.”

From cultivating worms and hanging clothes on a line to dry as well as all forms of recycling, Al DuBois met with CHS students and explained more about the environment and
recycling efforts More details can be found at cliftonnj.org, and click on trash and recycling, for the 2017 Recycling Guide, which can also be found at city hall and the libraries.
To arrange a presentation for a class or a group, call DuBois at 973-470-2237.

Again, lauding former Gov. Florio, DuBois noted
even the effort to reuse paper has been largely misdirected. “He said, ‘build mills.’ We haven’t built one mill. In
fact, we’ve lost that capacity; we had Garden State Paper
in Garfield and Clifton’s Whippany Paperboard which
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became Recycled Paperboard. All gone. How can a state
that’s into recycling watch its existing mills disappear
when they are capable of recycling?”
Reuse also goes for organic materials, which DuBois
said should be considered for composting where practi-

Handling plastic today but doing glass the next day,
Victor Campolatarro is among the DPW workers who
agreed that safety glasses and good gloves are important tools of the trade.

cal. “OK, it’s hard to do if you live in a walk-up apartment, but most single-family homes could handle it,” he
said, praising those in Clifton who do just that. “We want
more organics composted instead of going to landfills.”
The concept also extends to reusable shopping bags,
reusable/refillable beverage mugs, and refillable water
bottles and vessels. “Single stream may be useful for certain situations, such as self-contained office parks,”
Dubois said. “The park can sort out the stray cans and
bottles from all the paper and cardboard; it can be practical. But municipalities like Clifton have to handle a
waste stream that’s so much more diverse.
“We’ll always be involved in something, including
coordinating, educating, and so forth, just as the Health
Department does,” DuBois said. “And we’ll have to pick
up and handle garbage items that simple can’t be reused.
“But if we’re serious about this issue, it has to be productive. We need to have a paradigm shift,” DuBois
warned.
“Clifton can’t do it alone; we need state action, and
other help … and the shift in the way everyday people
approach the issue of recycling,” he concluded.
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