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New Hanover County’s plans to revolutionize the way solid waste is processed have likely come to an end.

R3 Environmental, start-up company that was slated to operate New Hanover County’s solid waste facility, has told
the county it does not expect to meet the April 2 deadline. The New Hanover County Board of Commissioners will
meet Saturday in closed session to discuss R3 and future plans for solid waste management, Chairman Jonathan
Barfield said Thursday.

At issue is the fate of the $384,000 security bond the company paid to the county after it was selected. The contract
between the county and R3 requires the company to perform or it will pay penalties, including losing the bond used to
secure its bid.

Barfield declined to discuss specific topics about Saturday’s meeting, but county officials involved in the discussions
said Thursday that R3 has proposed letting New Hanover County out of the contract before the April deadline in
exchange for some of the $384,000 bond it paid when the company was selected.

The officials, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because no decisions have been made, said it is unclear how
the money would be split if the county terminates the contract with R3.

County Manager Bruce Shell declined to speak about Saturday’s meeting, but said earlier this week that if R3 fails to
get funding or the permits, the county could accept another company’s bid or come up with a plan using county
resources.

Attempts to reach R3 President Robin Grathwol and other officers in the company were unsuccessful.

Grathwol was confident in December that R3 would meet all of the commitments by April. She said after the
extension that the company’s problems with state regulators were more paperwork issues because of the age of
some of the county’s permitting documents that the company had to update. She did not comment on the funding
issue. It is unclear if R3 was ever able to raise the required funds.

Cathy Akroyd, a spokeswoman for the N.C. Division of Waste Management, said in an e-mail Tuesday that R3 has
not responded to the state’s request for additional information related to the company’s permit application.

New Hanover’s decision to go with R3 to run its trash operations has been controversial since it was first proposed
last year.

R3 planned to build a $15 million plant with state-of-the-art machinery to sort recyclables from trash, and convert the
organic garbage into a biomass product that can be used as fuel and energy. Company officials guaranteed that R3’s
process would keep at least 80 percent of the waste stream out of the county landfill, and eventually do away with
the landfill completely by mining it and sending the material through its plant.

The process on such a large scale has never been tried before in the country, and critics believe the county should
have gone with a more established company using more traditional disposal techniques.

Former commissioner Bobby Greer, a long-time proponent of privatizing the county’s waste-hauling business, said
he wasn’t surprised to hear that the R3 proposal is in trouble.

Before he left office in November, Greer was a vocal critic of the idea.

He said he knew it seemed a bit fishy when none of the heavyweights in the industry, several of whom submitted
proposals when the county was soliciting bids to takeover its waste operations, opted for such a radical concept.
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“From day one, I learned it wasn’t possible and that it was too good to be true,” Greer said Thursday. “The curious
piece now will be how much New Hanover County will end up paying for this mistake.”

For his part, the former commissioner said he hopes the county re-examines the option of turning the landfill and
incinerator over to a private operator.

“We don’t have the expertise a larger company would have, in my opinion,” Greer said, ticking of innovations and
economies of scale one of the large players in the industry could bring to the table.

And although that could mean job losses, he said that – speaking as a taxpayer – the county needed to put its
bottom line first.

“We’ve been taking the money we’ve been making at the landfill and buring it in the incinerator for years,” Greer said.
“That has to change.”

But in the short-term, Greer hopes New Hanover doesn’t let R3 wiggle out from their financial commitments to the
county.

“They should definitely seek and get all that money the county was promised,” he said.

Local news editor Gareth McGrath contributed to this story.
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