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On the heels of a report finding that St. Louis has some of the poorest-quality city services in
America, residents have criticized the city for falling behind in trash collection , and the problem
continues to pile up. T his situation quite literally stinks. How did we get here?
Originally, the city paid for solid waste collection from ordinary tax revenues. However due to
budget constraints—maybe due to the city giving away hundreds of millions of dollars in tax
subsidies —the Board of Aldermen passed a bill in 2010 to implement an $11 monthly fee per
household to help cover refuse costs. Last August, the Board voted to increase the fee to $14.
T he additional money was for, among other things, obtaining new garbage trucks to “ensure
garbage collectors won't be forced to work overtime because they're stuck with poorly
functioning trucks.”
And what have the results been? T he city’s fleet of garbage trucks continues to deteriorate.
Roughly half of the 84 trucks are in disrepair, leaving the other half to cover the 55 daily routes.
Even with extended hours and 12 new—leased—trucks, the city still lacks the resources to pick
up the trash on time, so the dumpsters continue to overflow.
We are not suggesting that the problem here is exclusively the fault of city officials. For one
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thing, piles of uncollected garbage don’t make for good optics if you’re an elected official with
constituents to keep happy. And the decision to lease new trucks rather than buy them looks like
a reasonable response from a city that is behind on maintenance for the trucks it already owns.
Maybe the larger issue is that garbage collection is a better fit for private companies than for a
city government. Privatizing this service would allow residents to choose their garbage collector,
unlike now, creating competition among service providers and incentivizing high-quality, efficient
operations. Wichita, Kansas, a city with 80,000 more people than St. Louis, has no city-run solid
waste collection system. T he average household in Wichita spends $25 per month on garbage
collection. (In comparing this rate to costs in Saint Louis, keep in mind that St. Louis’s current $14
per month fee is in addition to the money from the overall city budget that goes toward trash
collection.) As for the quality of service provided, we can’t claim to have our fingers on the pulse
of the Wichita trash-collection scene, but our internet searches yielded nothing like this or this or
this in Wichita.
Maybe it is time to see if the private sector has an answer to this embarrassing—and smelly—
problem.

About the Author
William Magee
Intern
William Magee lives in Affton, Missouri.

Philip Oehlerking
Research Assistant
Philip Oehlerking graduated from the University of Missouri-St. Louis in 2015
with a bachelor's degree in political science. His research interests include
transportation policy and government transparency.

Read Online
https://showmeinstitute.org/blog/local-government/time-take-out-trash

Links
[1] https://showmeinstitute.org/blog/local-government/time-take-out-trash
[2] https://www.flickr.com/photos/jarchie/4685089281/in/photolist-891iPp-85HVhY-BCxPUc-8CW5rv-dq92V
m-hYiQBM-9jJ6se-twWGaX-5GyeW-dMru99-83jsj8-a3PMcJ-8S7faR-8Sak5J-85HWhd-eiT8qr-bBEzL5-oNoJVt-8
73KuQ-yVySQo-4tj5tj-XwwND3-s4joMG-5HYuiL-bzAw1j-6KELhM-JDd4wY-qdPhbE-DXzQBg-Md69w9-QT9ZQ5
-Hbtqu1-D3mizw-hYjgZj-9hy3fF-5Vk33a-dqBLm1-88YqKx-L6PDDS-SkA8Bg-5pqx4-27k9cVU-ZHzXan-YznrM4XdCH4k-ZFJJsB-MAMC7i-KLeTkV-6mwgK9-8veckC
[3] http://showmeinstitute.org/blog/local-government/how-well-are-missouri-cities-run
2

[4] https://fox2now.com/2018/07/18/st-louis-trash-truck-shortage-as-garbage-piling-up/
[5] http://showmeinstitute.org/blog/subsidies/subsidies-saint-louis-part-1-0
[6] https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/st-louis-to-start-charging-for-trash-pickup/article
_0e349b5b-28a1-5de0-8ec7-6e33068693f0.html
[7] https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/st-louis-will-charge-a-month-for-trash-pickup-un
der/article_f010cc9e-f4eb-50ed-b986-118dfc2cf06b.html
[8] https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/metro/with-nearly-half-its-garbage-trucks-breaking-down-st-louis/
article_d17b4f44-a562-5164-9020-0fd3da3aa874.html
[9] https://www.stltoday.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/taking-on-trash-in-st-louis-campaign-aims-to-cra
ck/article_4f888cae-35fb-501c-92dc-f4bed285118b.html
[10] http://www.wichita.gov/PWU/Pages/SolidWasteRecycling.aspx
[11] https://www.ksdk.com/article/news/local/trash-overload-leaves-people-furious-in-south-st-louis/63-573
694926
[12] https://www.riverfronttimes.com/newsblog/2018/07/18/st-louis-trash-service-is-a-damn-dumpster-fire
[13] https://kmox.radio.com/articles/aldermen-receive-numerous-calls-reporting-spotty-trash-pick

Mission Statement
Advancing liberty with responsibility by promoting market solutions for Missouri public policy.

Show-Me Institute
5297 Washington Place
Saint Louis, MO 63108
Phone: (314) 454-0647
Fax: (314) 454-0667

3645 Troost Avenue
Kansas City, MO 64109
Phone: (816) 287-0370

Email: info@showmeinstitute.org

Support Our Work
T he Show-Me Institute is a tax-exempt 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. Make your tax
deductible contribution today: http://ShowMeInstitute.org/donate

3

