
OSWER Innovations 
Pilot 
Northwest Hospitals for a Healthy
Environment (H2E) Recycling Pilot
Program for Rural Hospitals 

The Office of Solid Waste and Emergency Response (OSWER) sponsors a series of innovative pilots to test new ideas 
and strategies for environmental and public health protection. A small amount of money is set aside to fund creative 
approaches to waste minimization, energy recovery, recycling, land revitalization, and homeland security that can be 
replicated across various sectors, industries, communities, and regions. We hope these pilots will pave the way for
programmatic and policy recommendations by demonstrating the environmental and economic benefits of creative, 
innovative approaches to the difficult environmental challenges we face. 

BACKGROUND 
American hospitals produce at least 6,600 tons of 
waste everyday. The generation and disposal of 
wastes has numerous environmental impacts on 
land, air and water. Hospitals for a Healthy 
Environment (H2E), a program of the EPA and 
American Hospital Association, has found that 
healthcare institutions that have engaged in 
full-fledged waste reduction efforts have realized 
disposal cost savings of 40-70 percent. 

While all hospitals face barriers to recycling plastics 
such as limited space and securing vendors to 
collect the plastics, rural hospitals are confronted 
with the added disadvantage of being isolated from 
many recycling services and resources. In 2001, the 
Oregon Center for Environmental Health (Center) 
and Oregon State University administered a waste 
survey to 57 Oregon hospitals. The study revealed 
that rural hospitals recycled less than urban 
hospitals. The survey found that eight percent of 
rural hospitals recycle plastic compared to 30% of 
urban hospitals, and 20% of rural hospitals recycle 
glass compared to 46% of urban hospitals. For 
example, "blue wrap" is found in great quantities in 
all hospitals as it is used to wrap sterilized items. 
This wrapping is made of #5 polypropylene, and 
roughly 80% of what is used in the hospitals is 
suitable for recycling. Recycling blue wrap can 

generate income for hospitals and, while successful 
recycling programs have been established by many 
hospitals throughout the region, facilities taking 
advantage of these programs are urban hospitals. 
The majority of Idaho's 49 hospitals face the 
recycling barriers typical to rural hospitals and the 
practice of recycling "blue wrap" is virtually 
unknown. 

PROJECT APPROACH/DESIGN 
The Center in partnership with Idaho Department 
of Environmental Quality (IDEQ), Good Shepherd 
Health Care, Legacy Health System, and Hospitals 
for a Healthy Environment will create and replicate 
a pilot plastics recycling program to increase the 
recycling efforts of rural hospitals. The objectives 
of this recycling pilot are to: 
•	 establish a comprehensive plastics 

recycling program for a rural hospital in 
Oregon that will serve as a model for other 
plastics recycling programs for rural 
hospitals; 

•	 work with at least one Idaho hospital to 
recycle blue wrap; 

•	 add additional recyclable materials such as 
fluorescent lamps, Styrofoam and 
electronic waste as the program becomes 
established; and 

•	 aid hospitals throughout the region and 



country, via the Northwest and National 
H2E programs, in setting up collaborative 
recycling programs. 

The Center and IDEQ will work on solving 
transportation barriers faced by rural Oregon and 
Idaho by researching innovative options. 

INNOVATION 
The proposed pilot project seeks to expand an 
existing recycling program to a rural Oregon 
hospital, and then to promote this innovation to 
Idaho hospitals as a model that could be replicated 
elsewhere. 

BENEFITS 
A hospital waste reduction program provides 
benefits on many different levels.  Comprehensive 
recycling and waste minimization programs are 
essential for meeting federal H2E goals for reducing 
the overall volume of medical waste (both regulated 
and non-regulated waste) by 33 percent by 2005 and 
by 50 percent by 2010. These goals have been 
established to protect public health, better manage 
scarce resources and protect the environment. 
Additionally, comprehensive recycling programs 
have a positive impact on the health care industry's 
bottom line with cost savings ranging from 40-70 
percent. Furthermore, waste reduction programs 
expand and support health care's mission to protect 
public health while building employee morale and 
providing leadership for sustainable business 
practices. 

This project would also work to strengthen the 
existing NW H2E network of hospitals and 
organizations by promoting collaboration and 
information sharing among an industry that has 
traditionally not shared information. 

CONTACTS 
Kathleen S. Johnson, EPA Region 10, Innovation 
Workgroup member, 206-553-8513 

For additional information, visit the EPA OSWER 
I n n o v a t i o n s  w e b  s i t e  a t :  

www.epa.gov/oswer/IWG.htm. 
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