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Instead of sending trash to the landfill, I try to recycle everything 

I can. But I recently checked out the Metro Waste Authority 

website for guidance and found a couple of surprises — no to 

tinfoil, sour cream tubs, and tissue paper; yes to chicken broth 

containers, wire hangers, and books — and realized I could be 

doing better. 

"It's important to follow the guidelines and only recycle accepted 

material," said Leslie Irlbeck, the authority's program and 

outreach manager. "Even though people and machines work 

diligently to remove contamination from the recyclables, it's 

impossible to remove it all. Contamination decreases the value 

of the accepted material, which is used to sustain the program." 

The following is a guide to recycling just about everything — whether through Metro Waste Authority 

curbside recycling or another source. Note that this guide is specific to the Des Moines area served 

by Metro Waste Authority; other areas may have different rules. 

CURBSIDE CART RECYCLING 

These items can be recycled in your Metro Waste Authority curbside recycling cart: 

Aluminum and tin containers: Of course you can take aluminum beverage cans to your local 

grocery store for a 5-cent refund, or you can toss them in your recycling cart. You can also recycle 

tin cans and empty, nonhazardous aerosol containers. Cans should be rinsed, but you don't need to 

remove the label. One surprise to me was that aluminum foil and bendable aluminum pans are not 

recyclable through the curbside program because the material sticks to the blades during 

manufacturing. 
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Books: Books can go in your recycling cart. Limit the number of hardcover books you recycle at any 

one time to avoid making the bin too heavy. Of course, re-using something is usually a more 

environmentally sustainable choice than recycling it, so consider selling or donating books instead of 

recycling. 

Cardboard: Before you add cardboard to your recycling cart, flatten it to conserve space and keep it 

from getting stuck in the cart. 

Glass: Glass bottles and jars of any color go in your recycling cart. However, do not recycle other 

types of glass such as windows, mirrors, or Pyrex dishes in your recycling cart. If those get mixed in 

with recyclable glass they can cause a whole truckload of otherwise recyclable material to be 

rejected by the manufacturer. 

Hangers: Wire and metal hangers go in your recycling cart; plastic hangers do not. 

Paper: Most paper can go in your recycling cart: glossy magazines, newspapers, gift bags (with 

handles cut off), mail (even envelopes with clear plastic inserts), and gift wrap (but not metallic or 

glittery paper). Shredded paper can be recycled in your cart, but should be contained in a sealed 

paper sack so the pieces won't fall through the cracks of the sorting machinery. A few types of paper 

cannot be recycled: tissue paper, photos, carbon paper, paper towels, napkins, paper plates, and gift 

bows. Those should go in your trash. 

Paper cartons: These go in your recycling cart — including milk cartons, juice boxes, and cartons 

such as chicken broth and soy milk. Rinse the cartons and toss the plastic twist-off lid in the trash. 

Coated paper coffee and fast food cups are not recyclable and should go in the trash. 

Plastic containers: Plastic containers with twist-off lids go in your recycling cart with the lids 

attached. Yogurt and margarine tubs also go in your recycling cart. Another big surprise for me was 

that — other than yogurt and margarine tubs — plastic tubs such as sour cream go in the trash. (I'm 

going to look for ways to repurpose containers at home instead of pitching them). Even though other 

tubs are made from the same plastic, there is limited market for this type of material, which is why 

Metro Waste Authority doesn't accept it. Other plastic that goes in your trash instead of your 

recycling bin includes berry containers, convenience store cups, Tupperware containers, and toys. 

RECYLING THROUGH OTHER METHODS 

These items don't go in your curbside recycling cart, but there may be other ways to recycle them: 

Appliances: Metro Waste Authority picks up appliances at the curb if they have large-item stickers 

on them. Stickers are available at grocery stores and other locations for $5. A couple of local 

companies will also pick up appliances for free. Check www.mwatoday.com for options through 

MWA or other companies. 
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Batteries: Single-use alkaline batteries contain very little recyclable or hazardous material. They 

should be thrown in the trash. Rechargeable batteries contain hazardous material as well as material 

that is valuable for recycling. These include car batteries, many camera and watch batteries, and 

rechargeable, reusable versions of standard-sized batteries. Although rechargeable batteries cannot 

go in your curbside recycling bin, they can be recycled at various locations. 

See www.mwatoday.com for details. 

Clothing and shoes: These items don't go in your curbside bin. Instead, consider donating them to 

your favorite nonprofit such as Goodwill, Salvation Army, or the Central Iowa Shelter and Services 

Clothing Closet. 

Computers, TVs, and electronics: These devices typically contain hazardous materials and should 

not be thrown in the trash. You have several options for recycling electronic devices; information is 

available at www.mwatoday.com. One option for recycling TVs and computers locally is Midwest 

Electronic Recovery at 7420 University Ave. in Clive. They've gone to great lengths to recycle 

responsibly, meeting strict environmental standards and ensuring secure disposal of electronic data. 

You can recycle most TVs and computers for free. Some TVs have a small fee, and there's a fee if 

you need secure data disposal. Drop off your devices between 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m., no appointment 

necessary. For more information, see www.midwestelectronicrecovery.com. 

Household hazardous products: Hazardous materials can be brought to drop-off locations listed 

at www.mwatoday.com. Household laundry detergent and liquid cleaners are not considered 

hazardous and can be poured down the drain. 

Light bulbs: It depends on the type. 

 LED bulbs and incandescent bulbs don't contain hazardous materials and can be tossed in 

the trash. 

 CFLs (the swirly bulbs), fluorescent tubes, and HID lamps contain hazardous materials and 

don't go in your curbside recycling cart. You can take them to MWA hazardous waste drop-

off sites as well as local stores such as Lowe's and Menards. 

Medications: These can go in the trash, but should be safely disposed by mixing with other trash 

such as kitty litter, coffee grounds, or food waste, then double bagging the material. You can also 

take them to several government locations such as the Polk County Sheriff's Office. Don't put 

medication down the drain or toilet as this can cause it to enter our water supply. 

Packing peanuts: Many UPS stores accept packing peanuts that are clean and in good condition. 

Paint: Oil-based paint is considered hazardous and can be taken to the Metro Hazardous Waste 

Drop-off at 1105 Prairie Drive SW in Bondurant. Latex paint is not considered hazardous. To dispose 
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of it, add kitty litter, sawdust, or shredded paper to the paint, wait for it to solidify, and toss it in your 

trash. 

Plastic bags: These can't go in your curbside recycling bin because they wrap around sorting 

machinery and damage equipment. They can be recycled at Hy-Vee, Dahl's, Fareway, Target, and 

Wal-Mart. 

Yard waste: Yard waste is collected curbside in Compost It bags available at grocery stores and 

other locations. For details and other options, such as home composting, see www.mwatoday.com. 
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