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Abstract 
The goals of this research project are to (1) explore the MTA’s policy regarding recycling and 
refilling Metro Cards and (2) investigate factors influencing the decisions of MTA riders when 
they choose to whether or not to recycle or refill Metro Cards. To collect the data for this project, 
I have conducted surveys and interviews with the MTA riders and MTA employees. The results 
of this research demonstrate that most MTA riders often do not refill Metro Cards because some 
cards are not refillable or refilling is inconvenient. This project has also demonstrated that Metro 
Cards are difficult to recycle, so they often contribute to waste. 
 
Research Framework 
 
The residents of New York City (NYC) are generating huge amounts of waste. According to the 
Department of Sanitation, NYC produces 26,000 tons of refuse and recyclables a day from 
residential and corporate waste (Department of Sanitation, 2010). This waste is transported to 
landfills, which contributes to environmental problems such as air pollution and water 
contamination. Our trash is placed in landfills to decompose, which may take many years for 
some types of waste. However, while NYC 
produces a large amount of waste, there are many 
creative ways to reduce this amount. 
 
Although NYC produces a large amount of waste, 
this city is viewed as one of the most eco-friendly 
urban areas in the country (PlaNYC, 2009, p. 6) 
(figure 1). For example, most New Yorkers use 
public transportation to travel in the city, which 
significantly decreases the amount of carbon 
dioxide produced by NYC. The public 
transportation in New York, including subway and 
buses, is widely used, so most people do not own 
their own cars. 
 
The Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) 
in NYC is a relatively eco-friendly alternative to 
more traditional transport such as cars because 
trains emit 60 percent less carbon dioxide per 
person per mile than driving a car with only one 
person inside (Union of Concerned Scientists, 
2009). The MTA transports 7 million people a day 

	  

Figure 1. A Metro Card advertizing low carbon 
footprint due to the MTA system 
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by train and by bus. At the same time, MTA generates certain types of waste not found in other 
transport, such as Metro Cards. Before introducing Metro Cards to pay for entering the subway 
system, the MTA used tokens, which were reusable and thus did not produce waste. In 1997 the 
token stopped being used and all subway stations and bus lines accepted the Metro Card. Since 
Metro Cards contribute to waste, it is important to investigate how often riders reuse and recycle 
them. 
 
NYC has been recycling since the 1960s and recycling becomes increasingly popular, including 
recycling programs run by MTA. The MTA prepared reports about their future activities to 
become more environmentally friendly, yet many of these plans have not been put into action. 
Recycling is used to reduce the amount of items that go to refills and cannot be reused. However, 
according to Owen (2004), some types of reusing are not very efficient, for example, because 
reused items are eventually put into a landfill. At the same time, there has not been much 
research done about the recycling of Metro Cards. I did web research but found almost no 
information about Metro Cards recycling and reusing. 
 
Recycling in NYC has become more and more popular as time goes on. Some people believe 
New Yorkers can start recycling more. The recycling practices that are going on can be 
improved. According to an article by Nate Schweber in The New York Times, the city council 
speaker for New York is advocating new legislation for New York recycling. She believes the 
recycling can be better by putting more recycling bins in public places and by trying to recycle 
more plastic containers. This plan would hopefully increase recycling and make New York an 
even greener city.  
 
While the MTA is trying to introduce recycling, not all riders may contribute to this effort. At the 
same time, MTA’s recycling can’t be successful without positive recycling behavior by riders. It 
is possible to hypothesize that MTA riders are not well informed about how their metro card 
habits influence the environment. If riders were better informed, they might try to reuse their 
cards more often. At the same time MTA employees may have limited information about 
recycling by riders, which impedes MTA’s educational efforts about recycling. 
 
The MTA mentions a plan about Metro Cards in their report named Greening Mass Transit & 
Metro Regions: the Final Report of the Blue Ribbon Commission on Sustainability and the MTA 
written in 2008. This plan could have been a great program but it has not been implemented yet. 
If the MTA more intensively educated people about their Metro Cards impact then they may 
reduce the amount of cards that have to be produced and put into trash. Another idea the MTA 
had was to add an optional donation fee for green projects on to the cost of a Metro Card. 
 
This research project addresses how riders are using, recycling or refilling metro cards, as well as 
current MTA policies encouraging people to use Metro Cards more sustainably. The outcomes of 
this research project will help MTA to organize better education programs about sustainable use 
of Metro Cards. The amount of waste New York produces and the amount of waste the MTA 
produces could both be reduced if the MTA had a more sustainable Metro Card and if MTA 
riders knew more about the problem.  
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Research Questions 
 

1. What is the MTA policy about the development of refillable and recyclable Metro Cards? 
2. What factors contribute to consumers’ recycling or refilling behavior in subway stations 

in the Lower East Side, Wall Street, and Harlem? 
 
The first research question will show what type of policy the MTA has regarding refilling and 
recycling Metro Cards. During preliminary research of this topic, I have not found other research 
reports regarding these questions. This first question will help the MTA to see how the 
implementation of Metro Cards recycling policy could be with a few changes. The answers to 
these questions could also encourage the MTA to make more refillable and recyclable Metro 
Cards. I chose this question because it will help show how the MTA could improve. Once we 
know they are already doing, we can see what they should change. 
 
The second question can help the MTA see how many people refill and recycle their Metro 
Cards, and factors influencing their refilling and recycling behavior. The answers could help the 
MTA develop educational or advertising programs to inform riders about their choices to refill. 
Ultimately the answers to both these questions will help the MTA to decrease the waste of Metro 
Cards that could be recycled or refilled. 
 
Methods 
 
To answer the first research question, I have conducted interviews with MTA booth employees 
and MTA sustainability employees. The interview questions addressed the reasons metro cards 
are not recycled. To interview the sustainability employees, I sent them an email. At first it was 
hard to get answers because employees were busy, but they were very cooperative once they had 
time to answer. The sustainability employees are named Projjal Dutta and Dana Coyle. They 
both work in the MTA to help the MTA stay sustainable. Projjal Dutta is the MTA Director of 
Sustainability and Dana Coyle is the Sustainability Initiatives Research Analyst. The emails were 
sent between April 18, 2010 and May 3, 2010. 	  
	  
This research method was the most efficient way of getting the information directly from the 
MTA. These employees were also good to ask to ask because their jobs focus on the 
sustainability of the MTA. However, these employees may have introduced some bias in this 
research because they may be trying to present the MTA as more environmentally friendly than 
it actually is.	  
	  
The second research method was a survey with MTA riders. I asked them questions on what type 
of metro cards they use and why they do or don’t have certain habits (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Survey questions.  
1. How often do you buy a new metro card? 

• Everyday 
• Once a week 
• Once a month 
• Every few months 
• Other: 

2. What type of metro card do you typically 
buy? 

• Pay-per-ride 
• 2-4 rides 
• Weekly 
• Monthly 
• Other: 

4. If you do not refill, why? 
• Not convenient 
• I don’t trust Metro Card Vending 
• Other:  

3. What do you do with your metro card 
after it is used up? 

• Throw in a garbage can 
• Drop on floor/ground 
• Put into metro card dispenser 
• Refill 
• Other: 

 

5. If you do refill, why (one main reason)? 
• It’s convenient 
• Good for the environment 
• Other: 

6. Comments: 
 

7. Gender: Female / Male 
8. Age: 

 
I had multiple copies of this survey that included predicted answers. I developed this survey by 
using my research questions to brainstorm. I brainstormed questions that would help me answer 
my research questions. Then, I asked friends and family members to give me feedback on this 
survey, then I have modified it and created a final version of the survey. I chose this research 
method because it was the most feasible way of getting the information from actual MTA riders. 
The response rate was 70% (52 out of 75 randomly approached riders in subway stations have 
participated in the survey). Each survey took approximately 4 minutes to complete. Some biases 
against the MTA because of past experiences could have changed some answers by some riders. 
 
The survey sample was adults above 18 years old because they are not given free metro cards to 
ride to schools. Participants include 23 males and 29 females. Participants represented several 
age groups: 18-25 years old (28 people), 26-35 (13), 36-45 (5), 46-55 (5), and 56-65 (1). I have 
surveyed 12 people at the Wall Street 2 and 3 line station, 10 people at the 110th Street 2 and 3 
line station, 10 people at 110th Street Cathedral Park North B and C line station, and 20 people at 
the Delancy Street F and J line station. I walked up to people, introduced myself, and then asked 
if they could answer a short survey about their Metro Card use. I asked these questions around 
8:00am and around 6:00pm each day during the week of April 26th, 2010. 
 
Results 
 
MTA employees’ responses are in the appendix 1. 
 
Results of MTA riders’ survey are presented below (Figures 2–6). 
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Figure 2. Frequency of Metro Card purchase 
 
 

 
Figure 3. Type of purchased Metro Cards 
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Figure 4. Actions after Metro Cards are used up (number of respondents) 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Reasons people refill 
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Figure 6. Reasons people do not refill 
 
Discussion 
 
According to MTA personnel, Metro Cards can be recycled, but it requires a special process. 
Currently Metro Cards are not recycled because (1) they can’t be mixed with other recyclable 
paper materials because of their composition, (2) there is no demand on this material in the U.S, 
and (3) there is little incentive to recycle Metro Cards as they have small weight comparing to 
the entire subway waste. In addition, because of the economic recession, there are no companies 
who can carry out the special process. Interestingly, the interviewee has also informed me about 
the policy regarding recycling all waste. The MTA is required to recycle at least 50% of waste 
from train stations. 
 
The results of this research demonstrate that most people buy a new Metro Card every week and 
that Metro Card will most likely be pay-per-ride. I have also found that 57% of riders do not 
refill Metro Cards, while 33% do. The other 10% of respondents managed used Metro Cards 
differently: keeping the used Metro Cards and giving away their Metro Card so that other people 
would be able to use the transfer. Most riders who refill Metro Cards, think that it is convenient. 
Those who do not refill usually either buy a card that cannot be refilled or they think refilling is 
inconvenient. Most people who said it was inconvenient said that the machines are usually 
broken or only taking coins or bills, not Metro Cards. 
 
Survey participants have indicated that one of the problems with refilling is that not all Metro 
Cards are refillable. People also think it is not convenient to refill when they could most likely 
just throw it away. If the MTA told people or had up signs that said refilling was better than 
throwing away, more people might take the time refill their cards instead. Some people did not 
trust the vending machines to put the correct amount of money on their Metro Cards or they 
thought the machine might permanently take their Metro Card.  
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The problem with refilling is that people may want to but they are not able to because of their 
type of card. If all cards were refillable, which may be a hard task to carry out, fewer cards may 
be wasted. There may also be a problem with how long it takes to refill a card by machine or 
person. If there was a faster, more convenient way, more people may refill. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This research project demonstrates that the MTA is trying to help the environment. Yet their 
environmental policy can be improved further. Even though the MTA recycles some of their 
waste, non-refillable Metro Cards contribute to waste and can’t be recycled. At the same time, 
introducing more refillable Metro Cards, and creating more incentives for riders to refill these 
cards could mitigate this problem. 
 
This research demonstrates that people do not refill as much as they throw away Metro Cards, 
but they may change their habits. For example, MTA could encourage riders to refill their cards 
by educating about environmental impacts and difficulties of the recycling program. MTA could 
also put more money or rides on cards that are refilled than new cards of the same value. Also, 
MTA employees could be encouraged to tell people to refill their cards instead of buying new 
ones. Employees could also have an incentive program set so that the stations with the most 
increase in refills each month get higher pay or some other reward. The MTA could try and 
educate their employees on the impact recycling and refilling Metro Cards could have. 
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Appendix 1. Interview Guide and First Email to MTA Employees 
 
Hello, my name is Tiquasha Thompson. I am a high-school student. I am conducting a research 
project with my after school education program at the Henry Street Settlement. The goal of the 
project is to investigate the MTA policy concerting use and reuse of Metro Cards. 
I would like to ask you a few questions on this topic because you work at the MTA. The records 
of this study will be kept private, and conclusions of this study will not be associated with your 
name. The interview will take about 15 minutes to complete, and you can skip any questions if 
you don’t want to answer them. 
 

1. What is your name?  
2. How long have you worked at the MTA? 
3. What position do you have at the MTA? 
4. What materials are metro cards made out of?  
5. Are any of the materials recyclable? 
6. What happens to metro cards once they are thrown away?  
7. Are they reused or do they just contribute to waste? 
8. Why did the MTA start using Metro Cards instead of tokens? 
9. What types of Metro Cards are refillable? 
10. Why are those Metro Cards recyclable?   
11. Do you have any more information about the recycling/reusing of Metro Cards? 

 
Thank you for your time. If you would like to receive a copy of the research report on this 
project, you could give me your email, and I will send you the report in August 2010. If you have 
any questions or concerns about this study after the interview, you could contact me at this email 
(tiquashathomp@aol.com). 
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Appendix 2. Email Response and Interview Transcript 
 
First Response: 
 

Hi Tiquasha, 
  
We'd be happy to answer your questions.  When do you need a response back from 
us? It's a busy week here because of Earth Day events so it might take a little time to pull 
the answers together.  Let us know your deadline and we'll get back to you! 
  
Thanks, 
Dana  
  
Dana C. Coyle 
Sustainability Initiatives 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority 
347 Madison Avenue 
New York, NY 10017-3739 
  
(p) 212-878-4725 

 
Interview Transcript 
 

1. What is your name? 
Projjal Dutta / Dana Coyle 
 

2. How long have you worked at the MTA? 
 About 3 yrs for Projjal / 6 months Dana 

 
3. What position do you have at the MTA? 

Director of Sustainability Initiatives / Research Analyst, Sustainability Initiatives. 
 

4. What materials are metro cards made out of? 
Primarily paper but with a layer of polymer.  They also have a magnetic strip. 
 

5. Are any of the materials recyclable? 
Technically, yes Metro Cards are recyclable, but require specialized equipment and 
processing.  MTA did find several companies with the ability to recycle the Metro Cards. 
 

6. What happens to metro cards once they are thrown away? 
New York City Transit's waste is recycled post-collection.  The materials are taken from 
subways and brought to a specialized facility that can separate recyclables from the waste 
stream.  They are required to recycle at least 50% of the waste.  (In 2008, this amounted to 
7,184 tons of subway station waste getting recycled.) 
 

7. Are they reused or do they just contribute to waste? 
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Most Metro Cards are refillable until their expiration date and we encourage riders to use 
this option to reduce the number of cards needed. 
 

8. Why did the MTA start using Metro Cards instead of tokens? 
When we used tokens, customers could not make free intermodal transfers. If you used a 
token to take the subway to 86th st, you'd have to pay again to get on the crosstown bus.  
Metro Card allows us to provide free transfers like this.  In addition, the Metro Card gives 
us the opportunity to collect a great deal of data on system use.  We have better records on 
the number of people using a certain subway station or bus route for example. The short 
answer is that the introduction of the Metro Card facilitates a more flexible fare policy. 
 

9. What types of Metro Cards are refillable? 
To my knowledge, all Metro Cards are refillable, expect for single ride passes. 
 

10. Why are those Metro Cards refillable?  
They are refillable to encourage a person to reuse a single Metro Card until it reaches its 
expiration date, reducing waste generation. 
 

11. Do you have any more information about the recycling/reusing of Metro Cards? 
This is all I can think of.  If you have more questions, let me know and  
I'll try to answer them for you! 
 

12. Referring to question 5: You said that the MTA has found companies who can recycle 
Metro Cards. So, does that mean they are recycled? Or, do they just add on to normal 
waste?	  
No, MetroCards are not currently recycled.  Almost everything can be recycled in one way 
or another, however, economics are an important part of the recycling equation.  At 
present, discarded metro cards are not recycled.  All of NYC Transit’s subway refuse 
undergoes a mechanized recycling process that recovers recyclable materials, using state of 
the art recycling equipment.  Metro Cards cannot be mixed with the other paper material 
that is removed from the waste stream during the recycling process.  Due to their 
composition (magnetic strip), their size, and their relatively low weight compared the entire 
subway waste stream, it is not economically feasible to remove them from the waste stream 
and ship them to the specialized recyclers. The kind of specialized process required to 
recycle the components of the Metro Card is very expensive and is very dependent on the 
after market for them.  It is important to note that there is no demand for this material in 
the United States, so this material is dependent on overseas markets.  The fluctuating 
demand for recycled materials causes recyclers to suspend or stop recycling specific 
materials for which there is no economically attractive market.  At present because of the 
generally poor economic conditions world wide, there are no longer any recyclers that are 
in the business of recycling Metro Cards. 

 


