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GARBAGE
The Dirty Truth
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	 I’ve never liked garbage...
	 It	smells,	it’s	messy,	and	it	was	my	job	to	collect	it	every	week	from	around	the	house.	Thursday	

nights	I’d	have	to	run	around	the	house	at	11	o’clock	and	dump	everyone’s	trash	into	a	paper	bag,	then	

drag	the	bulging	cans	out	to	the	corner.	For	a	10	year	old,	this	was	a	huge	hassle.	And	although	I	knew	

it	was	my	parent’s	fault	that	I	had	to	do	it,	I	blamed	the	garbage	for	wasting	my	time.	It	was	its	fault	that	

I	had	to	get	back	out	of	bed	because	I	forgot	to	collect	it.		Garbage	was	to	blame	for	the	fact	that	I	lost	

those	precious	10	minutes	of	my	life	every	week!

		 But	it	was	Friday	mornings	that	were	always	the	worst.	Not	only	was	school	awaiting	my	arrival	

when	I’d	rather	just	lie	in	bed,	but	I	always	got	one	less	hour	of	sleep.	It	was	on	account	of	the	garbage	

men.		They	would	come	down	the	street,	their	truck	groaning	and	grinding	horrendously,	forcing	me	

from	my	slumber.	It	was	as	if	they	had	made	it	their	goal	to	stop	in	front	of	my	house	and	make	as	much	

noise	as	possible,	just	to	spite	me.

	 I	hated	garbage	with	a passion.

	 Now	that	I	am	older,	I	still	dislike	garbage.	It	still	smells,	it’s	still	messy,	and	it’s	still	my	job	to	

collect	it.	But	it’s	become	more	than	just	a	pet	peeve	to	me.	It’s	become	a	point	of	interest.	The	world’s	
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changed	since	I	was	younger,	and	the	threat	of	global	warming	has	become	frighteningly	real.	The	

amount	of	garbage	and	waste	has	always	bothered	me,	and	now	it’s	an	even	bigger	problem	than	before	

(if	that’s	even	possible)!	And	the	quantity	of	renewable	resources	wasted	is	just	a	small	portion	of	the	

issue.	Because	resources	are	wasted,	more	energy	and	resources	are	required	to	replace	what	could	have	

been	recycled.	Not	only	that,	but	energy	and	resources	must	also	be	spent	to	get	rid	of	what	could	have	

been	recycled	or	reused.

		 Coming	from	a	strong	environmentalist	family,	it’s	easy	to	see	why	garbage	became	a	point	of	in-

terest	for	me.	My	initial	intentions	for	this	project	were	to	learn	about	the	problems	that	garbage	causes	

and	what	we	do	that	prevents/contributes	to	them.	As	my	research	expanded,	however,	I	became	more	

and	more	interested	in	just	the	process	and	people	associated	with	garbage.	It’s	such	a	huge	part	of	our	

society,	and	yet	no	one	really	seems	to	know	much	about	it.	I	wanted	to	learn	more,	starting	with	what	

happens	to	the	garbage	after	the	city	comes	and	collects	it.



STAGE 1

Recepitcals
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Dumpsters found in an alley off Castro Street
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Dumpster locked behind gate in Downtown Los Altos
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Overstuffed cardboard recycling 
container located in back parking 
lot of Downtown Los Altos
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Garbage man emptying bin at 6:00 A.M.
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So what does happen to the trash?
	 Most	people	think	that	their	garbage	just	goes	away	to	a	dump,	and	gets	added	to	the	mountains	

of	banana	peels,	soda	cans,	and	diapers	already	there.	That	may	be	the	case	in	some	areas,	but	in	the	city	

of	Sunnyvale,	your	trash	doesn’t	go	directly	to	the	dump.	It	makes	a	stop	at	a	place	called	the	SMaRT	

(Sunnyvale Materials Recovery and Transfer) Station first. The SMaRT Station is a waste materials sort-

ing	facility,	and	all	of	the	garbage	from	Mountain	View,	Palo	Alto,	and	Sunnyvale	ends	up	there.		The	

facility	takes	up	10	acres	of	land	and	cost	$25	million	to	build,	through	a	partnership	between	the	three	

cities.	The	whole	point	of	the	SMaRT	station	is	to	sort	out	the	reusable	materials	in	garbage	that	typically	

just	get	sent	straight	to	the	dump.	All	types	of	wastes	are	managed	there.	There	is	a	recycling	center	(in-

cluding	a	California	cash	refund	service),	hazardous	materials	area	(for	substances	like	batteries,	motor	

oil,	etc),	a	yard	waste	area,	electronics	handling	(for	old	computers,	microwaves,	etc),	construction	debris	

(concrete, wood), and the main area (called the tipping floor), where residential and corporate waste is 

handled.

		 How	the	whole	process	works	is	pretty	exciting.	First,	the	trucks	come	in	and	dump	the	trash	onto	

the “tipping floor”, where workers must separate the larger, cumbersome objects out from the rest of the 

trash.		The	larger	objects	are	pushed	to	the	side,	and	what’s	left	is	picked	up	by	bulldozers	and	pushed	



�0

onto	a	series	of	conveyor	belts.	The	belts	carry	the	trash	through	long	rooms	where	more	workers	stand	

next	to	them	and	pull	out	things	like	glass	bottles,	tin	cans,	newspaper,	and	the	like.	The	work	is	repeti-

tive	and	tiring,	requiring	the	men	and	women	to	stand	constantly	and	remain	focused.	

 After the trash runs through the rooms the conveyor belts dump it onto gigantic “shakers”. Shak-

ers	are	like	extremely	wide	escalators,	except	for	the	fact	that	these	escalators	rapidly	shake	back	and	

forth	and	side	to	side.	The	shakers	are	used	to	break	open	sealed	bags	full	of	trash,	and	to	sift	out	the	

small	pieces	of	trash	(like	egg	shells	or	bottle	caps)	from	the	medium	pieces.	The	small	pieces	move	to	

a	separate	bin	to	be	compacted,	and	the	medium	sized	garbage	runs	through	a	conveyor	belt	room	once	

more.

		 As	the	garbage	is	carried	along	the	conveyor	belts,	magnets	are	used	to	pull	out	metallic	mate-

rials	(mostly	small	items),	which	are	then	carried	over	separate	containers	and	deposited.	For	larger	

items,	like	aluminum	cans,	something	much	more	high	tech	is	used.	Computer	guided	blasts	of	com-

pressed	air	and	reverse	magnets	are	used	to	shoot	the	cans	down	slides	onto	lower,	recovery	conveyors.

	 The	whole	system	works	quite	well,	with	175	trucks	typically	delivering	to	the	SMaRT	station	

each day, and only 40 taking what isn’t recyclable over to the landfill. In fact, in the 2004-2005 year, 

the	SMaRT	Station	diverted	82,221	tons	of	material	from	the	dump,	out	of	the	258318	tons	delivered	

(that’s	32%)!
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 The SMaRT Station is definitely an impressive place to be. Walking around the catwalks as the 

conveyor	belts	speed	past	is	a	strange	feeling.		The	combination	of	motors,	bulldozers,	alarms	and	ma-

riachi	music	forces	you	to	shout	in	order	to	communicate.	I	found	it	hard	to	imagine	working	in	a	place	

like	this...
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STAGE 2

Recovery and
Transfer
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Glass bottles at the return station



“Tipping Floor” of the Zanker Facility



“I didn’t know that anyone had to 
pick through the garbage.  That 
just kind of blew my mind.”

Tyler Scull, former SMaRT Station employee
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Bricks of trash in the warehouse
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Giant dumpsters outside of warehouse
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Conveyor belt running up 
along the catwalks in the 
SMaRT Station.
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Conveyor belt worker at the mouth of the line
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Elderly conveyor belt worker
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Workers along the belt line
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So what happens to leftover trash?
	 After	going	through	the	process	in	the	SMaRT	station,	the	trash	that’s	left	over	gets	shipped	away		

to landfill, where it stays.  Landfills remain in operation until they reach their capacity or are shut down 

by the city they are in.  Once out of operation, landfills are buried with dirt for the final time and then 

are	converted	to	usable	property	for	parks	or	businesses	(once	they	are	deemed	safe	for	the	public).		An	

example of this would be Shoreline, in Mountain View, California, which was once a landfill.

 Problems do ensue from this conversion, though.  A well known fact of ex-landfill property is that 

oftentimes garbage once buried will literally float to the surface, breaking through the topsoil.  Sightings 

of car tires or golf clubs poking through the ground on old landfill sights are not rare.  Volitile gasses 

are also a danger created by paved over landfills.  The decomposition of garbage underneath the surface 

causes	pockets	of	explosive	gasses	to	form,	creating	a	potential	danger	for	any	pedestrians	on	the	surface.		

Groundwater	pollution	and	other	issues	also	result	from	this	practice.
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Reciept from Zanker Landfill
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STAGE 3

Landfill
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Pile of miscellaneous materials at the dump
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Fake flowers found in garbage pile
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Fake tree found at bottom of trash pile
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Big Cat working in on pile of scrap metal at the dump
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Massive scrap pile at the dump
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Propane tank lying to the side at the dump
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Untouched television and picture frame found at the dump
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Water heater found at base of house materials pile at dump



��

Pool toys found in a pile of trash at the dump
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Spread of trash piles at the dump
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I would like to specially thank Rosa Flores of the SMaRT Station for 

being so awesome and helping get all my photos from inside the 

facility after my camera battery died.

You are a life saver.


