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Scrap can send Ralph Sterba into a day-dreaming 
tailspin. 
 
Like a proud father talking about his son's first fish, 
Sterba tells tales of new-life breathed into monster 
machinery left for dead, tree-houses built with lumber 
left in dumpsters and new hues blended from the 
bottom of paint cans. 
 
Innovation is a strong thread in Sterba's fabric of life 
and the key in the success of his recycling program at 
Barksdale Air Force Base -- headquarters of the 2nd 
Bomb Wing, 8th Air Force and 917th Wing. 
 
Sterba stands among baled aluminum cans, shredded 
paper and mixed paper in the warehouse at his 
processing center, a cost-saving idea. The recyclables 
are stored in the warehouse until a truckload of an item 
is collected -- sold at a better price than less than a 
truckload. 
 
" I didn't spend a million dollars on buying brand new 
equipment,"  said Sterba, who is proud to show off his 
balers from Panama and Little Rock, Ark., and his drum 
crusher from Moody Air Force Base in Georgia. 
 
"They're delivered for free through the Defense 
Reutilization and Marketing Service. There's a lot of 
stuff out there, but you have to check often."  
 
Sterba, who lives on Lake Bistineau, retires in 
September after serving 13 years in civil service as the 
recycling program manager, but says he'll be around to 
offer advice. 
 
Joe French, a friend and manager of the base's 
pollution prevention program, which oversees the 
recycling program, said Sterba built the program from 
scratch. 
 

 
Airman Braden Kelley carries shredded paper to recycling bins at 

Barksdale Air Force Base. (Shane Bevel/The Times)  

ABOUT THE PROGRAM 
Barksdale Air Force Base's recycling center collected and recycled 
more than 9,404 tons of recyclable materials in 2005. It operates an 
extensive program consisting of traditional recyclables, recyclables 

from vehicle maintenance and recyclables from construction and 
demolition debris.  
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"There was nothing here,"  French said as he walked 
across finely crushed glass used for filler on the 
grounds of the facility. " In 1996 Barksdale started 
recycling more solid waste than landfilling, all due to 
his efforts."  
 
The federal government has a long history of promoting 
recycling, extending at least as far back as World War II 
with the War Production Board's call for Americans to 
save scrap metal. The last three decades, however, 
have seen increased attention to it. 
 
But Sterba has taken the latest Executive Order 13101 
"Greening the Government,"  signed by President 
Clinton in 1998, beyond compliance. 
 
" It basically said we need to start doing two things: 
recycling and buying other green products,"  he said. 
 
In 2005, the base collected and recycled more than 
9,404 tons of 22 different recyclable materials, diverting 
from the landfill 286,000 pounds of newspaper, 
1,130,100 pounds of cardboard and 441,080 pounds of 
office paper. 
 
That year, the base also collected 5,893 tons of 
concrete, but over a five-year period of runway and road 
repair, 162,442 tons of asphalt and concrete was 
recycled -- crushed and sent to a landfill. 
 
Barksdale cost avoidance, money that would have been 
paid to put trash in the landfill at $26 per ton, was 
$267,089 in 2005. 
 
Sterba's recycling program collects three different 
ways: curbside, with 760 residents supplied with 
recycling containers, at the office and drop-off centers. 
 
In a two-week period of counting cars stopping at the 
drop-off center, Sterba said a busy day sees about 150 
cars, with 40 on the slowest. 
 
Sally Knox, who works on base in civil service and is a 
military dependent, is one of the cars each Saturday. 
 
"Commissary and recycling,"  Knox said. " I've done it 
for 20 years. I don't even know where recycling is off 
base. It's a base project, and I support it."  
 
Knox figures she cuts her trash by 50 percent with 
recycling. 

Ralph Sterba, who runs the Barksdale Air Force Base recycling center, 
talks about the weight of bales of plastic and paper. (Shane Bevel/The 
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" I recycle everything,"  Knox said. " I'd like to leave a 
better place for my kids and their children."  
 
Drop-off is the least costly for Sterba's program, while 
curbside is the most costly. 
 
"Curbside is extremely labor-intensive for the product 
you get,"  he said. 
 
Yet curbside remains an important component of the 
program. 
 
One reason for keeping it is it's a source of pride for the 
base. 
 
" It's a morale thing,"  said Sterba, who makes the 
program as valuable as possible. "We're selling most of 
what we're getting and we use the old adage of keep it 
simple."  
 
People on base do not really have to sort paper any 
more, said Sterba, whose most prized addition to the 
program is a paper-sorting conveyor. 
 
" If you don't make it simple, they won't do it,"  he said. 
 
There's not many people who would put as much work 
into their job for the monetary outcome Sterba has. 
 
"As far as a dollar value goes, we're not breaking even, 
but when you calculate in (landfill) tipping fees, we 
break even,"  said Sterba, who believes the real profit 
comes from a much larger plate. 
 
" It's the saving of natural resources. It costs less 
money to make things of post-consumer content then 
virgin."  
 
Consumers don't yet feel the benefit when buying 
recycled end-products, which generally cost more than 
virgin products, but that price gap is closing, Sterba 
said. 
 
"That's one reason the government is in this, to create 
the market,"  he said. 
 
In 1976, Congress passed the Resource Conservation 
and Recovery Act requiring agencies to purchase EPA-
designated recycled-content products. Today, that 
means any agency that uses federal funds in excess of $10,000 to buy an item on the EPA-designated item list must purchase the 
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item made from recovered materials. 
 
And like all recyclers who re-use and reduce the use of 
materials when they can, Sterba, who would like to get 
into canning vegetables and jellies when he retires, 
uses another old adage. 
 
" It's the right thing to do."  
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