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Environmental stewardship is a responsibility that Southwest Airlines takes 
very seriously. Sustainable business practices are a natural extension of the 
airline’s LUVing Culture, set in motion by founder and chairman emeritus 
Herb Kelleher in 1967. In a 2013 interview for Fortune, Kelleher said that 
good leadership “really involves responsibility.” 

Doing what’s right for the planet that sustains us all ensures that commerce 
continues for the long term, while creating short-term operational efficiencies 
that directly impact the bottom line. Both of these results are especially 
important for an airline that succeeds by providing great service at a low cost.

Key components of sustainability: Recycling and waste 
reduction.
In addition to conserving fuel and using environment-friendly cabin 
materials, minimizing waste is an important part of Southwest’s 
sustainability strategy. 

With the help of suppliers like Republic Services, Southwest has diverted 
about ten times more trash from the landfill to the recycling center on 
an annual basis since 2008. In that year, Southwest formed an exclusive 
partnership with Republic Services for the national management of its 
recycling and waste programs.

“We’ve gone from 
recycling about 200 
tons of trash in 2008 
to more than 2,500 
tons annually since 
2010. Republic’s 
outstanding National 
Accounts Team 
traveled with me 
throughout our 
system in order to 
accomplish our 
goals.”

—Debbie Neill,  
Southwest’s Director of  
Environmental Services 

A focus on diversion drives 
sustainability at Southwest.

RECYCLING AND WASTE 
SUCCESS STORY

http://fortune.com/2013/01/14/southwests-herb-kelleher-still-crazy-after-all-these-years/
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Co-mingled recycling pays dividends.
By November 2009, the airline and Republic Services launched a robust co-
mingled waste (paper, aluminum and plastic) recycling program to increase 
the total volume of material collected for recycling. Environmental benefits 
of the program include: 

 9 Reduced waste volume to conserve landfill space 

 9 Minimized GHG emissions 

 9 Preservation of raw materials, energy and water 

Rebates generated by the program are used to purchase solar compactors 
and other energy-fueled equipment. “Before we had a culture of 
sustainability, we’d use the rebate money on something like a company 
picnic,” says Debbie Neill, Southwest’s Director of Environmental Services. 

To maintain program success, Republic Services helps Southwest provide 
educational materials that encourage employees to recycle on the aircraft, 
in the office and even at home.

Rigorous reporting keeps recycling on track. 
Monthly reports from Republic Services track the success of Southwest’s 
recycling efforts. “We’ve gone from recycling about 200 tons of trash in 
2008 to more than 2,500 tons annually since 2010,” Ms. Neill says.
“Republic’s outstanding National Accounts Team traveled with me 
throughout our system in order to accomplish our goals.”
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Data includes recycling of paper, plastic, aluminum and cardboard from aircraft and select facilities as part of the 
Southwest co-mingled recycling program. Excludes AirTran recycling data.

Recycling Trend
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Get your BluePrint™ Waste Assessment today
If you want to gain the efficiencies and environmental benefits of 
sustainability in your organization, contact Republic Services. Our 
expert account team will analyze your waste output and design a 
plan that could lead to significant savings. Let us focus on your waste 
stream, so you can focus on what counts. 

Visit RepublicServices.com now for more information.

© 2015 Republic Services, Inc. All rights reserved.

Finding new ways to recycle.
If something can be recycled, Southwest wants to recycle it. In addition to 
soda cans, napkins and cups, the airline has been increasing its recycling 
of e-waste (e.g., computers, copiers and telecommunications equipment), 
u-waste (such as light bulbs and batteries), industrial materials and 
hazardous waste. In 2013, Southwest recovered enough energy from 
industrial waste to power nearly 180 homes for an entire year.*

Mark Sperl, National Account Manager at Republic Services, is proud of his 
position as a proactive partner with Southwest. “We share the same values 
as the airline, and we’re always thinking creatively about ways to increase 
diversion. For example, when our clients asked us about a fleet of airplane 
seats they needed to get rid of, we figured out how to disassemble them so 
we could recycle all the metal components.”

Thanks to Republic Services, Southwest is on track to reach its goal of a 
10 percent improvement in recycling over 2011 levels by the end of 2015. 
“I’m extremely happy with the positive results we’re seeing,” says Ms. Neill. 
“I can say without a doubt that we made the right choice in partnering with 
Republic Services.”

*Based on the U.S. EPA’s GHG Equivalencies Calculator available at epa.gov/cleanenergy/energy-
resources/calculator.html.

Since August 2008, 
Southwest diverted 
more than 12,500 
tons of material from 
landfills and into 
recycling facilities—
the weight of nearly 
300 Boeing 737-700 
aircraft.

http://www.republicservices.com
http://epa.gov/cleanenergy/energy-resources/calculator.html
http://epa.gov/cleanenergy/energy-resources/calculator.html

