
WHAT A WASTE SYSTEM

Even before

the recent

e c o n o m i c

d ow n t u rn, com-

p e t i t i ve pre s s u re s

in the retailing

industry had

caused retailers

of all sizes to re -

e xamine virt u a l ly

every aspect of

their operations

and seek out

i mp rove m e n t s .

While most of

the public attention has been on th e

front end of merchandising, every

aspect of the business needs critical

rev i ew. About 4 years ago, Sears bega n

to ta ke a fresh look at the back end of

the business — wa ste re m oval. The exe r-

cise has proven to be ve ry wo rth w h i l e .

Re tailers the size of Sears ge n e ra t e

l a r ge volumes of wa ste and re c yc l a b l e

materials. These are inev i table by p ro d-

ucts of ge n e ral operations, shipping

materials, unsaleable goods and more .

Ty p i c a l ly, these materials are disposed

of in compactors, whose containers are

p i cked up by the contracted wa st e

h a u l e r. This process can be a cost ly one,

e s p e c i a l ly in metro p o l i tan are a s .

Re tailers have tried to keep a lid on

rising wa ste re m oval cost th rough a va r i-

ety of methods. The most obvious one is

to comp e t i t i ve ly shop for the most cost -

e ffe c t i ve hauler. And th e re can be re a l

b e n e fit here, as rates and appro a ches to

billing can va ry widely. Howeve r, ra t e s

alone don’t tell the whole st o ry. How

the service is perfo rmed is also of imp o r-

tance. The most common methods of

c o n t racting with a hauler are either on a

s cheduled pickup basis or a per “pull”

(call-on-demand) arra n ge m e n t .

Scheduled pickups are popular

because they are convenient. The hauler

p i cks up the container on a re g u l a r

s chedule, whether it needs it or not. And

that is also the problem with sch e d u l e d

p i ckups. Because the containers are not

a l ways full or even close to it, a gre a t

m a ny of the scheduled pickups are

u n n e c e s s a ry. Much more material can

go into the container without risk of an

ove rfl ow. This makes the sch e d u l e d -

p i ckup appro a ch to contracting with a

hauler the most expensive .

W i th on-demand container pick u p s ,

the customer decides when the conta i n-

er is almost full and should be picke d

up. On a compactor equipped with a

p re s s u re ga u ge and even a so-called “full

l i g h t ,” this is an almost impossible ta s k .

P re s s u re ga u ges and full lights (which

s i mp ly signal when a preset ram pre s-

s u re level has been re a ched) are easily

fooled by temp o ra ry blocka ges, aga i n

resulting in an early pickup. And calls to

the hauler are usually placed by a main-

tenance or dock wo r ke r. It doesn’t ta ke

long for that wo r ker to realize that if he

calls in late and th e re is container ove r-

fl ow or rush ch a r ge, he gets into tro u b l e .

But if he calls for pickups more fre-

q u e n t ly, no one is the wiser, and he

stays under management's ra d a r. No

one realizes that unnecessary pick u p s

we re called in and more money wa s

s p e n t .

In an effo rt to imp rove upon on-

demand pickups, some stores have

e n ga ged th i rd - p a rty service comp a n i e s

to help them. These companies negoti-

ate rates with the hauler and assess

w h e ther a pull is needed. They do th i s

while paying attention to avoiding more

c o st ly we e kend or holiday pick u p s .

M o st service companies do not use any

type of monitoring tech n o l o g y. Inst e a d ,

they talk re g u l a r ly with maintenance
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people, exch a n ge comments on pre s s u re

readings, ta ke an educated guess and

fi n a l ly place a hauler pickup call. As yo u

can pro b a b ly guess, in most cases, th i s

ends up being no imp rove m e n t .

The st o ry at Sears was no exc e p t i o n .

(Please see case study below. ) P R S M

S E A R S : A CASE STUDY

At Sears, we found that wa ste compactor conta i n e r s

we re re g u l a r ly being picked up we l l

b e fo re they we re full. This meant that th e

c o mp a ny was paying for more pickups th a n

we re actually necessary. While we we re sat-

i s fied with our hauler, we could see th a t

th e re was an opportunity to imp rove our

combined effi c i e n c i e s .

TE C H NO L O G Y PROV I D E S A SO L U T I O N

It was pretty clear to us that if we we re

going to make our wa ste st ream a more effi-

cient operation, some monitoring tech n o l o-

gy was going to have to be part of the solu-

tion. And we had some basic re q u i re m e n t s

that needed to be met by whatever tech n o l-

ogy was brought to bear.

1. Be compatible with our existing hauler, as

we did not want to make a ch a n ge .

2. Be compatible with our existing wa st e

c o mp a c t o r s .

3. Reduce wa ste hauling expenses by at least

10 % .

4. Be fully automated, not requiring any

time from personnel, so wo r kers are not

responsible for calling in pick u p s .

5. Provide a means of documenting hauler

p i ckups to fa c i l i tate approval of hauler

i n vo i c e s .

6. Be adaptable to seasonal schedules and

help to avoid any type of higher cost fo r

rush, we e kend or holiday pick u p s .

7. Do not re q u i re ongoing maintenance

ch a r ge s .

8. Be suitable for application nationwide

and possibly wo r l d w i d e .

A SO L U T I O N CA M E IN TO VI E W

W i th our hauler, we looked at va r i o u s

a p p ro a ches to monitoring compactor full-

ness and found that one system seemed to

c o n s i st e n t ly get high marks from the users

we spoke to. It appeared to meet or exc e e d

all of our basic re q u i rements and offe re d

some additional enhancements that we had-

n’t considered. The system we selected to evaluate was a

s e l f - c o n tained monitoring system that installs near the com-

p a c t o r. An ave ra ge electrician or building engineer can con-

TO M BU S E R I S D I R E C TO R O F

FAC I L I TY S E R V I C E S F O R SE A R S. SE A R S’

CO M PAC TO R M O N I TO R I NG SYST E M WA S

P ROV I D E D BY ON E PL U S CO R P O RAT I O N,

A NO RT H B RO O K, IL L I NO I S-B A S E D

M A N U FAC T U R E R O F WA ST E CO M PAC TO R

M O N I TO R I NG SYST E M S.

Continued on page 56

J U LY / A U G U S T  2 0 0 3  •  P R O F E S S I O N A L  R E T A I L  S T O R E  M A I N T E N A N C E  •  5 5



nect the monitor to the comp a c t o r. All that is re q u i red is

p ower and a phone line connection.

H e re’s the secret of how it wo r ks. Eve ry time the com-

pactor’s hy d raulic ram pushes wa ste into the conta i n e r, th e

monitor ta kes a sort of snapshot of the pre s s u re that wa s

re q u i red. That info rmation is st o red in a built-in comp u t e r ’ s

m e m o ry and is comp a red by a micro p rocessor to other com-

paction cycles. It ta kes real computer intelligence to tell

when the compactor is re a l ly filling and when it’s a false full.

The system does all of its monitoring automatically, and

h e re’s the cool part, it actually sends a fax or computer mes-

s a ge to our hauler to come and pick up the conta i n e r. There

a re no Sears emp l oyees responsible for wa t ching how full

the compactor is or making any calls! And we can set th e

l evel of fullness befo re it places the call.

SU C C E S S F U L TR I A L RU N

The fi r st of our monitors was installed on a compactor at

a Sears st o re in Te xas, fo l l owed by 11 others, to ensure a re a l

t e st of what results we could expect. On that fi r st st o re, ini-

tial results showed a 50% reduction in re q u i red pick u p s

w i thout any ove rfl ows or other problems. The bigge st issue

was making sure that eve ryone let the monitor do its wo r k

and did not circ u m vent the system by calling in for an early

p i ckup. In other wo rds, hands off! 

As more st o res we re added, we saw hauler cost re d u c-

tions ranging from 20% to 60%. An unfo reseen bonus wa s

that service from our hauler actually imp roved, because

th e re we re no late or emergency pickup calls.

Based on the results of the fi r st dozen st o res, Sears has

i n stalled the system on compactors at over 400 st o res nation-

wide. On ave ra ge, this has yielded a 30% reduction in wa st e

hauling costs, well above our initial ta r get of 10%. The sys-

tem has had the bigge st impact where scheduled pick u p s

we re the rule prev i o u s ly. Also, the busier the st o re, th e

greater the benefit and the shorter the pay b a ck .

AN EF F E C T I V E MA NAG E M E N T TO O L

It has been pretty easy to demonst rate the pay b a ck on th e

c o mpactor monitors. Aside from the economic benefits, th e

s y stem has proven to be an effe c t i ve tool for management to

gain a much better understanding of what's re a l ly going on

in our wa ste st ream. We can look at graphs and see pattern s

of how the compactors are being used and easily comp a re

results by st o re. We can also identify some potential com-

pactor maintenance pro b l e m s .

Fi n a l ly, technology has done for our wa ste manage m e n t

what computers have done for other operational aspects of

our operation. And if that parallel continues, the benefits of

using reliable compactor monitors will also grow.  P R S M

— Tom Buser
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