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                             e’ve always been a sustainability company,” 

he begins. “Our core business has historically been to provide 

environmental solutions to our customers. But 30 years ago, 

customers weren’t as focused on sustainability as we were. 

Businesses basically didn’t care what happened to the material 

out back. All of that has changed over the past five years or so, 

and we’ve taken that journey with our customers, adapting our 

business model to help them reach their sustainability goals.”

How are you impacting customers?

Everything we do revolves around our customer’s business 

model. So we transformed our sales force, creating a team 

of specialists who understand the types of waste associated 

with each industry and seeking unique solutions for each [see 

sidebar]. Our aim is to change the mindset in the business 

community from one that regards waste as garbage to one 

that considers it materials for reuse.

To that end, we’re working to identify businesses that can re-

fabricate the recycled material and connecting them with our 

customers to affect cost savings. But we’re also asking, what is 

the best use of the recaptured material? Could more money be 

made in taking waste plastic and turning it into a hydrocarbon 

fuel or chemical than in just recycling it?

What’s all this worth?

Four years ago, we did a 

study that looked at all the 

waste we put into landfills, 

examined its composition, 

and figured out that if we 

could separate and sell it, it 

would be worth $10 billion 

—just what we’re putting 

in! We don’t know yet how 

to discrete a lot of it, but we 

have associates researching 

how to take the good and 

separate it from the bad, 

extracting value from the 

cross-contaminated. Just from a practical standpoint, we’ll not 

only save precious natural assets, but business will profit from 

lower disposal costs as we pass the savings on to our customers. 

My dream is, someday we’ll PAY our customers for their waste.

How will you accomplish your goals?

There’s a Chinese character that is said to represent both 

danger and opportunity. We see zero waste not as a threat but 

as a chance for us to completely recreate our industry. 

Our grasp is beyond our reach right now, since the technology 

doesn’t exist for doing all the things we’d like to do. But there 

are lots of entrepreneurs out there trying to solve this puzzle. 

We’re acting as venture capital partners with some of them. We 

provide the waste for experimentation and empower them to 

come up with solutions. We have a dedicated group whose job 

is to sift through these solutions to find the best of them. And 

we’ve made investments in a number of startups. For example, 

we’ve made a strategic investment in Agnion Energy in Germany, 

where they have developed technology to convert solid biomass 

feedstock into a high hydrogen and carbon monoxide-rich 

synthetic gas with exceptionally high heating value.

In the end, we know we’ll need to own the technology that 

could otherwise put us out of business.

What’s the future as you see it?

The goal, for us, is to help every customer to understand their 

closed loop, to find their sustainability chain. We are the 

crucial link in that chain. 

We ask ourselves, is that the right loop for the customer? We’re 

the consultant that is agnostic about what is done with the 

material—we just want to make sure the customer gets the 

most value out of it. If we have the technology to do that now, 

great. If not, we identify who has it and help connect the dots. 

When oil was discovered in Pennsylvania in the 1850s, 

no one knew exactly what to do with it. People used it in 

lamps—not a very effective use. It wasn’t until oil was refined 

into gasoline, plastics, and other uses that it became really 

valuable. That’s us today, converting materials into something 

that’s probably not the best product. And that’s our goal at 

Waste Management, to 

figure out how to turn waste 

into rocket fuel to go to  

the moon. 

Today we can recycle and 

do some nice things with 

waste, but that’s just the tip 

of the iceberg. We want to 

maximize the value of the 

materials we manage, turning 

them into a more valuable 

resource and sharing that 

with our customers.

David Steiner gets excited when he talks about two of his favorite 
subjects, sustainability and customer service. They are the focus of his 
company’s successful transformation and positioning for the future. 
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“ When oil was discovered in Pennsylvania  
in the 1850s, no one knew exactly what to  
do with it. People used it in lamps—not 
a very effective use. It wasn’t until oil 
was refined into gasoline, plastics, and 
other uses that it became really valuable. 
That’s us today, converting materials into 
something that’s probably not the best 
product. And that’s our goal at Waste 
Management, to figure out how to turn 
waste into rocket fuel to go to the moon.”

      Solutions for customers

>> In construction, Balfour Beatty wanted to measure 

the success of our waste diversion efforts. So WM 

developed the Diversion And Recycling Tracking tool 

that converts our savings from landfills to electrical 

units, trees saved, gallons of water, barrels of oil, and 

cubic feet of landfill space preserved.

>> A Caterpillar plant accumulated large amounts 

of metal shavings considered unreusable because 

they mixed with dirt on the factory floor. By showing 

them how it could be separated and reprocessed into 

usable metal, WM saved the plant approximately 

$400,000 annually.
 

>> A big-box retailer wanted to get their stores to 

zero waste. WM taught their store associates how to 

move their trash into different buckets, effectively 

separating the materials. Solid waste pulls decreased 

by 90%, significantly reducing their disposal costs.

>> It costs about $1 per pound to dispose of 

medical waste. WM shows hospitals how to realize 

considerable savings by separating true hazardous 

waste from cellophane wrappers and other safe, 

recyclable materials, which costs a mere 5 cents per 

pound to remove.

David Steiner   

Since joining Waste 

Management in 

November 2000, 

David has held 

a number of 

senior positions, 

culminating in his 

being elected chief 

executive officer  

in March 2004.
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