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High yield

Recycling center turns trash to treasure

By Maj. Francisco G. Hamm

48th Fighter Wing public affairs
ROYAL AIR FORCE LAKENHEATH, Suffolk – To some people, a crushed soda can or a torn newspaper is nothing more than trash. As the old adage suggests, “one person’s trash is another person’s treasure,” but for Tech. Sgt. Dave Berdis, 48th Civil Engineer Squadron, treasures like these are perfect for his growing collection.   

With a collection amassing more than 22,000 metric tons and yielding a return rate of more than $100,000 in 2002, it’s a collection the 48th Fighter Wing Team can be proud of – especially since it’s their contributions that has put the Liberty Wing’s Recycling Program on the cutting edge of recycling in the Air Force.

“I am like a commodities broker for the base,” said Berdis, the recycling center manager known as the “Scrap Man.” “What people throw away, I collect and sell, and the money comes back into our program.”
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In its seventh year of operation, the program is regarded as one of the best in the Air Force, receiving the Thomas White Award for recycling excellence in 1997, 1998 and 2000. 

“We have a program where good begets good,” said Lt. Col. Thomas Quasney, 48th Civil Engineer Squadron commander. “Recycling is the right thing to do and our program is one of the few in the Air Force that is not only cost-effective, but it actually makes a profit.”

Berdis, a five-time recipient of the Thomas White Award for best manager five years in a row, oversees the program, which reduces recyclable waste material generated by one of the largest U.S. Air Force installations in Europe.

 “The key is the great community support that we receive,” said Berdis. “Any good recycling program starts at home first.” 

Berdis has been with the program since it started in an unheated, poorly lit steel shed with less than 600 square feet and little manpower and money. He has built the program literally from the ground up, using innovation, perseverance and enthusiasm. 

“He loves (what he does),” said Quasney. “He’s one of those guys who loves coming to work and his success is our success.”

Today, the Scrap Man is proud, as he walks through the scrap yard, doing inventory on the daily collection in a new $500,000, 2,500 square-foot facility. This new facility has increased the amount of materials processed by more than 50 percent and, with a new $250,000 automated sorting and baling system, has saved in excess of 45 percent in man-hours. This has allowed the base to expand the program into new areas of recycling using existing assets and at no extra cost to the Air Force.

The Scrap Man loves what he does but is quick to point to his staff for much of the program’s success. 

“I have a great staff that helps make this program run,” said Berdis, referring to his six Ministry of Defense staff members. “They are the backbone of this program and are dedicated to making recycling work for our community.”

The program goes beyond RAF Lakenheath, as Berdis and his staff work directly with the Forest Heath District Council, establishing a close relationship that has become beneficial to both the local council and the base.  

Collecting the trash is only part of the recycling program. Getting people to recycle is the hard part and, according to the Scrap Man, it’s all in the packaging. 

“The key in generating any money is the packaging and marketing of the product. In this case, it’s the base’s trash,” he said. 

“We have introduced a joint advertising program using a new recycling mascot ‘Sammy the Squirrel,’ along with Forest Heath’s mascot, ‘Cyril the Squirrel.’ The two are promoting ‘buy recycled’ both on base and in the local community,” said Berdis, describing some of the innovative ways the program is being marketed.

Additionally, an agreement has recently been finalized between the base and Forest Heath council that allows the local council to collect green waste from the military family housing units.  

The recycling program incorporates three pickup routes and now collects door-to-door from more than 300 facilities base wide and 1,200 military family housing units.  

“Along with our six community drop-off points, we have made recycling at RAF Lakenheath as easy as throwing the trash away during a television commercial break,” said Berdis.   

Berdis attributes much of RAF Lakenheath recycling success to it becoming a big part of the daily life on the base and fully reflects the high degree of environmental awareness throughout the base.

For the size of the base’s program, they have cut $100,000 out of the trash collecting costs due to the recycling and have removed over 40 dumpsters over the last three years due to better recycling habits. 

“Without the base community’s support, our program would not be as effective as it is,” said Quasney. 

According to Teresa Klein, mother and Cub Scout Pack 219 Wolf Den leader, recycling is part of service to the community.

“It’s one of the environmental duties we teach to our children at home and also at Boy Scouts,” she said. “Hopefully by teaching our youth to care for their environment, they will continue to recycle and teach others to do the same.” 

With the community’s help, the Scrap Man is hoping for big numbers this year. In 2003, with the addition of construction and demolition waste, the recycling program hopes to exceed 200,000 tons and that’s great news for the Scrap Man’s growing collection of treasures.
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Editor’s note: please see attached digital photographs. If you have problems receiving or opening the photos, please contact 48 FW/PA at (01638) 542151. 


