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Abstract: 
In 1896 New York City undertook a complete overhaul of its municipal 
solid waste management systems.  Street sweeping, solid waste disposal, 
and recycling were all part of a comprehensive reform effort.  Incineration 
was  briefly considered for the disposal of organic wastes.  The incinerator   
technology of the era only allowed for low temperature combustion (675c) 
and as a result the operations were odoriferous and smokey. 

To dispose of its "garbage" defined as kitchen and food wastes, butcher's 
offal, and other putrescible materials, the city opted to expand an existing 
waste reduction system.  Since the 1840s contractors working for the city 
had been using steam digestion  systems to extract the grease from 
slaughterhouse waste, butcher’s offal, and dead animals.  The grease was 
used for making candles, soaps, and lubricants while the solids were used 
as  fertilizers.  The industry was centered on Barren Island on the west side 
of Jamaica Bay.  The waste reduction operations on the island were not 
only highly profitable, they allowed the farms of Brooklyn and Queens to 
use fertilizers at a rate about twice the national average. 

The New York Sanitary Reduction Company was awarded the contract for 
waste reduction.  Their plant employed 48 cylindrical, steam-heated, 
extraction vessels measuring five feet wide by fifteen feet high.  Each tank 
could hold six tons of garbage and operating three cycles each 24 hours 
the total capacity of the plant was 864 tons of garbage per day.  A second 
reduction company was established to process wastes from Brooklyn 
while Queens opted for incineration.  The city was able to finance all of 
the garbage collection in Manhattan and Brooklyn with the monies 
generated from the sale of the recovered materials.  By 1907, 60% of the 
city's organic waste was being recycled. 

Technological improvements in the waste reduction process prompted the 
construction of a new generation of plants.  Fresh Kills on Staten Island 
was selected as the site of the new plants which were operational by the 
start of the First World War.  The nitrogen and glycerin produced in the 
plants were used in the war effort. 

Political opposition to the waste reduction plants and reduced prices for 
the sale of recovered materials caused the city to abandon the process and 
briefly return to ocean dumping for waste disposal.  During the 1920s the 
primary was disposal technology shifted to landfills. 

The city was able to achieve its remarkable 60% recycling rate through a 
combination of high prices for the recovered materials, insistence on 
proper sorting of all waste materials, and a well-established waste 
management infrastructure.  

For the average New Yorker, the 
symbol of the new waste 
management was the “White 
Wing,” or uniformed street 
sweeper.  Wearing a white 
uniform to signify cleanliness 
and a pith helmet to symbolize 
authority, the White Wings 
brought clean streets to every 
neighborhood for the first time 
in the city’s history.  (Photo 
courtesy New York University) 

Sweeping the streets and collecting the refuse was 
only part of the problem.  The ultimate disposal of 
city wastes used a  number of different systems.   

Prior to the 1896 waste management reform under 
the direction of Colonel George Waring, most of the 
city’s wastes were simply dumped at sea.  (Image 
courtesy of Google Books) 

The 1896 waste 
management scheme 
divided refuse into several 
categories.   

Rubbish: Materials such as 
paper, glass, tin cans, and 
rags that could  be recovered 
and sold. 

Garbage: Organic wastes 
excluding manure and night 
soils.  Includes kitchen 
waste, butcher’s offal, 
slaughterhouse wastes, 
spoiled foods, and dead 
animals. 

Street sweepings:  Litter and 
horse manure from the 
streets. 

Ashes:  Coal and wood ash 
from fireplaces, stoves, and 
boilers. 

Refuse:  A catch-all category  
for  wastes that do not fit into 
the above categories. 

The city would allow contractors to sort and sell paper, glass, rags, tin 
cans, and other materials culled from the waste streams.  The pickers 
worked “under the dumping boards” or below the level of the docks 
where waste-hauling carts were unloaded into scows.   (Images 
Courtesy Google Books)   

The overall distribution of city wastes circa 1900-1910 is shown in the diagrams below.  Some 
waste went to landfills (the major landfill for the city was on Riker’s Island), a small percentage 
was incinerated, and another small fraction was sent for ocean dumping.  The majority of the 
putrescible organic waste was reduced by the New York Sanitary Reduction Company operating on 
Barren Island in Jamaica Bay under contract to the city.  

At the time, “waste reduction” meant cooking the wastes with high pressure steam to extract oils 
and grease.  This material was used to make soap, candles, paint, and other products.  The 
remaining solids, or “tankage” was used as a fertilizer.    

Note that without sorting the 
wastes, the 1896 management 
scheme would not have been 
possible.  The sale of grease and 
oils from the wastes was able to 
finance all of the garbage 
collection in most of the city.   

The actual waste reduction process began by hauling the wastes to Barren Island by barge.   After 
the barges were unloaded, wastes were carried into the digestors  and cooked.  The remaining 
solids were packed into sacking and the last remaining grease and residual water was squeezed 
out.  Oils were barreled for shipment and any metals such as tin cans were recycled.  Although the 
tankage was not particularly rich in nitrogen, the material made good filler and tended to release 
nutrients slowly.   

From Left to right, the machinery for unloading the wastes, the pressing room for the tankage,  
(note the floor drain) and barreling the oils.  (Images Courtesy Google Books) 

The Bad Old 
Days.
Despite the success of the 1896 program, there were 
serious social costs.  Child labor was often used in 
the sorting operations and while the city was grateful 
that people were willing to do the hard work of  
waste processing, little attention was paid to 
ameliorating their working conditions.  Odors from 
the waste processing operations were pervasive in 
the surrounding areas despite attempts to treat them..  
The waste processing plants were the subject of 
several lawsuits and legislative attempts to close 
them.  

The waste reduction plants on Barren 
Island are seen in the background of 
this 1920-era photograph of a US 
Navy Seaplane. (Image courtesy of 
ForgottonAirfileds.Com) 

Barren Island’s 
posi/on in Jamaica 
Bay is  shown on this 
1880s –era map of 
Long Island’s many 
railroads..  Note the 
island’s proximity to 
Coney Island and the 
Rockaways.  Courtesy 
Library of Congress 


