Competition for S.F.'s Garbage a Good Thing
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It isn't often that we applaud the Board of Supervisors for a delay, but this is the exception. On Wednesday the Budget and Finance Committee delayed a decision on the 10-year, $112 million contract with the local trash company Recology for as long as two months.

To some, it might sound like dithering, but it is the right call.

The Budget and Finance Committee had several issues with the contract, but the one that really resonates is that the collection and hauling of trash has not gone out to a competitive bid since 1932. That's when San Francisco voters approved the Refuse Collection and Disposal Ordinance. It broke the contract into 97 permanent permits, which probably sounded like a good idea at the time.

But now Recology owns all those permits so it has a monopoly. Budget Analyst Harvey Rose set off a minor firestorm when he recommended that the issue should be taken back to the voters to restore a competitive bidding process.

That's a great idea. At present San Francisco-based Recology has the contract and competitor Waste Management wants to be given a chance to bid.

But Supervisor David Campos doesn't see why it should stop at two companies.

"One of the questions that we had is: What are other cities doing?" Campos said. "Our understanding is that in the 2008-09 year, San Mateo County conducted a nationwide search for services that are more or less the same as ours. They attracted seven qualified companies."

Recology clearly has an advantage. 

But, as Campos said, there's nothing wrong with a competition, even if Recology is the best choice in the end.

"This is a process we should not be afraid of," Campos said. "It is something we should embrace."

Those who insist nothing ever gets done in San Francisco suffered a setback this week, when the infamous Bridge Motel in the Marina district was finally brought into line. City Attorney Dennis Herrera's office announced an end to a two-year legal battle with the Lombard Street residence that requires a $156,000 payment to the city and orders the owners to maintain the property and fully comply with local and state laws for the next five years.

That's a nice change from before, when it seemed as if the Bridge wasn't complying with any laws. Between April 2009 and January 2010, police were called to the Bridge 91 times. 

The Bridge has been a bit of a civic marvel - a vortex of lawlessness in the midst of one of San Francisco's priciest neighborhoods.

"I remember many years ago when Joe DiMaggio used to have a beverage at Dooley's Pub, right next door," said Supervisor Mark Farrell, who represents the area. "It used to be an attractive place to be. We are very excited to turn the page." 

After Thursday's column on the unabashed nude guys strolling the sidewalks in the Castro, I got several e-mails from residents who said they had called police and were willing to formally complain, but that nothing happened.

Capt. Greg Corrales of the Mission Police Station said that will stop. Police are now prepared to cite the nudies as "a public nuisance" if there is a citizen complaint.

Visitors to San Francisco might be amused to hear that we have so much trouble enforcing those codes when we have one of the most ruthlessly efficient parking ticketing programs in the country. 

Earlier this week I parked in a fully legal metered spot. When I returned the car was gone. I had failed to read all the signs, one of which said that spot turned into a towaway at 3 p.m. At 3:13, the car was towed.

I was told it would cost $430 to get my car, which I paid - mea culpa for not reading all the signs - and was shown to my car in the lot. Under the windshield wiper was a valentine - an $85 ticket for parking in a towaway zone.

So to review: Walk down the street stark naked - nothing. Get back to your parking spot 13 minutes late - $515.
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This article appeared on page C - 1 of the San Francisco Chronicle
