The Country’s First Propane Bottle Recycler 
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	Abstract of Achievement
	


The United States alone consumes an estimated 40 million one-pound propane bottles every year, occupying approximately 3.3 million cubic feet of space in landfills every year. The amount of steel from these discarded bottles could produce approximately 8,000 automobiles annually. Visitors to national park campgrounds across the country generate this propane cylinder waste. They are then thrown in the trash where they are placed in a landfill for centuries. This can cause several problems because the cylinders typically are not even emptied of their hazardous material, propane or white gas. And the steel cans don’t readily degrade back into the natural environment. 

To solve this problem, Yellowstone National Park Service and Xanterra Parks & Resorts’ staff worked with a local propane company and then raised funds required to develop a prototype mobile Propane Bottle Recycler (PBR) unit. Now, Yellowstone National Park can recycle all small propane cylinders. The PBR is the first of its kind in the country and was inspired by the realization that an estimated 3,000 propane cylinders annually are discarded in Yellowstone National Park alone. 

The PBR is even powered by the very propane and gas it extracts from the cylinders it recycles on site, closing the “fossil fuel loop” and saving yet more resources. The cylinders are then crushed and recycled as scrap metal. 
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	Detailed Project Description
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Many visitors to national parks purchase one-pound propane or gas cylinders to fuel such things as camp stoves, lanterns and heaters while visiting the park. After their visit, the cylinders are discarded into trash receptacles, returned to visitor centers or left in campgrounds. The magnitude of this issue was soon realized, not only for Yellowstone, but for many other national parks and other municipalities across the country. Until now, there was no solution but to landfill the steel cylinders. 

At the request of and due to the fundraising efforts of Yellowstone and Xanterra Parks & Resorts staffs, WWW Industries and Mountain States Environmental Services, both of Billings, Montana, designed and manufactured this first ever prototype PBR. Mike McCoy, a local Yellowstone NPS staffer, identified this contractor to do the retrofit. Because of the high cost of development of the machine, Xanterra enlisted the financial support of other partners including other concessioners, private businesses and gateway communities. The PBR is owned by the National Park Service for use by Xanterra, the National Park Service and other entities within the Greater Yellowstone area.
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This innovation was developed and purchased through contributions by the following organizations: the Yellowstone Park Foundation, Grand Teton Lodge Company, Signal Mountain Lodge Company, Xanterra Parks & Resorts, Yellowstone General Stores, Worthington Cylinders, Mountain States Environmental, REI, Amerigas, WWW Industries, and Grand Teton and Yellowstone National Parks. 

The PBR is a mobile unit whose generator is fueled by the same propane that is extracted from the bottles and used to power the entire unit. The bottles are then punctured and flattened into scrap metal that can be redeemed as recycled steel. The unit processes over 1,000 cylinders daily. The storage compartment of the PBR unit has the capacity to hold over 3,000 bottles once they are flattened. 

The PBR was developed to recycle one-pound propane cylinders, but can also handle smaller or larger cylinders. In addition, the PBR can recycle cylinders containing other gases such as isobutene and mat gas. The program also allows local nearby communities the opportunity to recycle their cylinders too. It also now prevents a safety risk at the West Yellowstone compost facility, where before, these cylinders impacted the composting process.
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Prior to the PBR development, it would have cost Yellowstone $3.00 to $4.00 to recycle each discarded cylinder at an outside facility for a total expense of approximately $9,000 to $12,000 annually. Additionally, law prohibits the refilling of one-pound propane cylinders. 

Currently, Yellowstone has propane cylinder recycling bins located throughout the park at all major campgrounds, as well as at all general stores. The unit is available to a host of public and private entities throughout the greater Yellowstone area, and demonstrates how this national issue may be resolved. 
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Hopefully, this program will be a model to prompt other organizations throughout the nation to begin a propane bottle recycling program. We are proud of the team effort it took to bring to light this significant problem and to find a viable solution. 
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In 2005, over 4,300 discarded propane cylinders were collected within the greater Yellowstone area and processed. It is estimated the recycling unit will pay for itself within 8 years.
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