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Officials here know one man's trash can be a municipality's treasure.

An aggressive push for recycling in Cherry Hill has paid off with a state grant of almost $150,000, the 10th largest for any New Jersey town.

Driving the effort is a concern for both the environment and the town's economy, said Mayor Bernie Platt.

"Recycling-rate increases directly correlate with a drop in our garbage output," said Platt, who noted the township pays $65-per-ton disposal costs.

"That means less money we need to spend on incinerator fees, in addition to reducing pollution dispersed into the air."

Cherry Hill recycles about 65 percent of its municipal solid waste, compared with a statewide average for municipalities of about 37 percent, said township spokesman Dan Keashen. The local effort produces recycling revenues of about $35,000 to $40,000 per month, he added.

"Most really good towns are at (recycling rates of) 45 to 50 percent," said Keashen. "Our recycling numbers have gone up every year."

Among its efforts, the town collects plastic bags at all municipal facilities, recycles tires and motor oil at its public works facilities, and sends fallen leaves to be used as mulch at South Jersey farms.

Cherry Hill also participates in the Recycle Bank program, which promotes household recycling through coupon incentives.

The state grant of about $146,700 will be used to operate ongoing programs and to support education efforts, said Keashen.

"I think this is going to be a big part of his legacy," Keashen said of Platt's focus on recycling. "The recycling check puts an exclamation point on that."

After Cherry Hill, Camden County's top recycling communities are Gloucester Township and Voorhees, according to the state Department of Environmental Protection. The top three are Evesham, Burlington Township and Mount Laurel in Burlington County, and Washington Township, Logan and Monroe in Gloucester County.

The rankings are based on 2009 figures, the most recent available from the DEP.

Cherry Hill's grant, although the largest in the tri-county area, ranked second in South Jersey behind Vineland, at $266,700. Newark received the largest grant overall, at about $270,000.

The recycling grants are funded by a $3 per ton surcharge on trash disposed of at solid-waste facilities. The grants -- announced Aug. 1 -- were based on the towns' recycling performance in 2009. Municipal solid waste includes paper, glass, plastic and metal cans.

Overall, recycling levels fell in 2009, the last year for which DEP statistics are available. That reflected the impact of the nation's slumping economy, officials said.

Statewide, New Jersey recycled 37.1 percent of its municipal solid waste in 2009, down from 37.9 percent a year earlier. The category includes paper, glass, metal containers and plastic.

The overall recycling rate was 58.3 percent of solid waste in 2009, down from 59.1 percent a year earlier.

Among other factors, officials noted a decline for auto scrap and construction material, reflecting slumps in those industries.

The DEP also noted fewer newspapers are being recycled as more people get their news online, officials said, and the volume of corrugated paper has slipped as retailers have struggled.
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