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In order to understand the need to focus on equity in the garbage and recycling 
industry, it’s helpful to understand how the system came about.  To that end, I’d like 
to share a bit of the history of Portland’s waste collection system.  



“Scavenging” in the early 1900s

John Glanz Sr. and Jr. at St. Johns Landfill

At the beginning of the 20th century, garbage collection was just a guy and his truck 
(well, first it was a guy and his cart) and however many customers he could collect 
in a day, typically working six days a week.  At the time, there was no regulation of 
the garbage industry, so the Scavengers, as they were called, competed for 
customers, and there were often multiple Scavengers providing service on each 
block.  
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“Scavenging” in the early 1900s

Walker & Son, Deines & Sons, Hohnstein and others

John Scheideman, 1933Phil Leichner, 1920

Garbage collection was a great job for immigrants that did not speak English well.  
With a modest investment in a truck, you could start your own business.  Many 
immigrants were used to hard work and long hours and fared well in the competitive 
garbage hauling business.  

Germans, Italians, and, in particular, a group of immigrants from Russia called 
Volga Germans, hauled much of Portland’s garbage for most of the 20th century.  
The importance of Volga German families in Portland’s waste collection history is 
well-documented.  In fact, one website says that for decades, Volga German 
families owned ninety percent of the garbage collection businesses in Portland.  

Regardless of where they hailed from, many of these immigrants got into the 
hauling business early in the 20th century and it was typically a family affair, with the 
kids learning the ropes and the business handed down generation to generation.  

Many of the names on early lists of Portland scavengers are familiar to those of us 
that have worked in the Portland waste collection industry in recent decades--
Deines, DeMartini, Fink, Helzer, Hohnstein, Lehl, Kildow, Leichner, Traut, Wacker, 
Walker, Weiss, Weitzel, Wunsch, etc.  
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Union Organization

In 1920 the garbage collectors formed a union, local 220.  In its earliest days it represented 
about 75 drivers, met in members’ basements, and kept the meeting minutes in German. 

This photo is of the union’s annual family picnic in 1952.   

The union played a critical role in the development of Portland’s waste collection industry.  
It brought more organization, more certainty and stability.  It provided general business 
assistance to the members, including health and welfare plans, and advice about collection, 
financing, and other business problems.

During the Great Depression, the union and the City of Portland worked together to ensure 
that the City would continue to have reliable trash collection.  The approach they took was 
to protect “responsible collectors” by eliminating competition, establishing routes, and 
setting rates.  With these protections, garbage collection routes became a valuable and 
reliable source of income and thus could be bought and sold like other kinds of property.  

In 1955 the City Club of Portland published a report on Portland’s garbage collection 
system.  At that point the union had about 250 members.  The report had several different 
aims, including investigating a claim that the union had engaged in racial discrimination 
against Black haulers and exploring the role of the union in maintaining the status quo in 
Portland’s waste collection industry.  
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The City Club report points out that the union wasn’t a union in the typical sense of an 
organization that empowers employees to negotiate with management for better working 
terms.  No, most of the collectors at that time owned only one truck and did their own driving.  
Instead, the union played an important role in limiting and controlling competition in the 
garbage industry.  Although waste collection in Portland was still technically an unregulated, 
open and competitive market, it was not so in reality.  

The price for residential collection was set across the city and the union decided when an 
increase was warranted.  In addition, customers had little choice of service provider.  Here’s 
a quote from the City Club report:  “We understand that the routes are well established and 
remain basically unchanging.  The collectors try to make it difficult for a customer to change 
garbage collectors.  The manager of a downtown office building tried for some 8 years to fire 
the collector but was unable to do so because no other collector would take over the account.  
Similar experiences have been had by other persons throughout the city.  If a customer 
insists on changing collectors, the new collector is expected to give the old collectors one of 
his accounts for the new account.  Your Committee understands that the collectors have so 
traded accounts for the purpose of consolidating their routes.  Mr. Deines told your 
Committee that after a collector had obtained a new account, it was considered an unfair 
practice for another collector to make any effort to win the account away.”

The union worked closely with the City, which also played a role in excluding new entrants to 
the hauling industry.  In order to haul garbage, you needed a license from the City.  The City 
would inspect your collection vehicle to ensure it was adequate.  It also required you to 
provide a list of people who agreed to be your customers, a requirement that helped protect 
existing collectors.  Since all the customers were already served by union members, 
acquiring a customer list meant purchasing a route from an existing union member.  Even 
though it was a technically an open and competitive market, knocking on doors and 
drumming up your own business was a surefire way to run afoul of the union.    
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“It was pretty rough when we first come here about that "boy" stuff. Yeah, 
we couldn't drink out of the fountains downtown. It was that way in the 
'40s. We couldn't go in the park bathroom, right in front of the courthouse. 
They even had signs to let you know.” 

Odel Butler, Portland Oregon, 2011

Exclusion

That was the experience of Odel Butler, shown here with his wife Lila in 2011. 

Mr. Butler moved to Oregon in 1940 and in 1948 he decided to try to get into garbage 
hauling.  He bought a truck, applied for a license from the City, and was told he needed to 
show a list of not less than 200 customers and that it was very desirable to obtain the 
approval of the union.  Mr. Butler applied for membership in the union and was told he 
needed to purchase a route from an existing member for $6,000.  He says they also told 
him they didn’t want any Black members.  The union denied saying that, but according to 
the City Club report, the union did say that some Black employees have been used and that 
public acceptance was not good.  

Mr. Butler went to his friends and neighbors and obtained a list of 260 people who said they 
would hire him to haul their garbage.  He was able to get a license from the City and begin 
collections.  But it was tough going.  The union threatened him with violence, telling his 
children and his wife that if he continued collecting garbage, he’d end up being dropped off 
on the porch in garbage bags... in pieces.  They called the Nuisance Department and 
complained of an unsanitary truck, and they called his customers and referred to him as a 
non-union scab.

Mr. Butler persisted and built a route with over 500 customers.  But he was never admitted 
into the union and ultimately, he ended up leaving the garbage business to become an 
electrician.  
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Franchising

2002 
Franchise 
Territory 
Map

By the late 1980s, consolidation was already occurring in the waste collection industry.  The 
number of haulers had dropped from 250 in the 1950s to around 100.

The City needed to provide high-quality recycling and yard debris collection to its residents 
to comply with the state’s Opportunity to Recycle Act.  This required the small, private 
collectors to invest in more trucks to collect the additional material streams.  

The City agreed to offer collectors a franchise, or essentially a ten year contract, to provide 
same-day garbage, recycling, and yard debris service to residents.  All companies with 
residential customers were awarded a franchise territory commensurate with their customer 
base at that time.  Many sales occurred right before the franchise was finalized and 
ultimately, 69 companies were initially issued franchises.  

The franchise facilitated more efficient collection routes and reduced truck traffic on 
neighborhood streets. And the franchise added even more certainty and value to the hauler 
routes, which, in turn, enabled more sales and consolidation.  Today, there are just eleven 
companies providing franchised residential service.

The franchise has helped the City achieve its policy goals, too.  We have added recycling, 
composting (first of yard debris, then food scraps), we’ve cleaned up older, polluting trucks.  
We’ve required changes to reporting, customer service, billing systems.  The rates cover 
the cost of providing service, a profit margin for the haulers, and the City’s franchise fee.  
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So over time, even small family companies have been able to make the investments that 
have resulted in the top notch program we have today.  

But the franchise also increased the expense of entering the industry.  More trucks, newer 
trucks—over time, the requirements for becoming a hauler in Portland, especially a 
franchised hauler, have grown.  Those who already had a franchise, grew as the program 
grew.  The barriers for those on the outside also grew.    
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Questions?
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