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Yellow Pages Phone Books and Junk Mail 
Options for Waste Reduction 
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Seattle City Council SPU and Neighborhoods Committee 

June 22, 2010 
 
Introduction to the issue 
 Junk mail accounts for nearly 100 pounds of paper disposed or recycled per 
household per year. (USPS Household Survey 2008) Another source (41pounds.org) 
calculates 41 pounds per U.S. adult per year. Phone books add an additional five 
pounds per person, according to the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency.  Other 
sources, including CatalogChoice, estimate yellow pages at 12-13 pounds per 
household per year.   

Thus at a total of 110 pounds per household, Seattle’s approximately 275,000 
households generate 15,125 tons of paper from junk mail and phone books.  The cost 
to ratepayers, if all were recycled at a net $140/ton, is $2,117,500 or almost $8 per 
household.  
 That cost and the life-cycle environmental impact of paper production can be 
reduced by cutting the amount of junk mail sent and the number of unwanted phone 
books delivered.  
 Junk mail and unwanted extra yellow pages phone books are an irritant to many 
residents.  Many seek ways to opt-out of junk mail and phone book delivery that would 
be convenient, inexpensive and effective. 
 A number of strategies to reduce this waste are available to City policymakers. 
 
Options 
 
1.  Do nothing.  That is, let publicity from environmental organizations and market 
forces continue to pressure the industries. 

 Advantages:  No cost. 
 Disadvantages:  Will not add to waste prevention. 

 
2.  Promote all opt-out services. Jointly with King County, promote without preference 
privately operated web-based opt-out registries for junk mail, catalogs and yellow pages 
phone books.   

 DMAChoice.org – sponsored by the Direct Marketing Association. Free to users. 
Does not include phone books. 

 Ecologicalmail.org – for businesses that want to get former employees off junk 
mail lists. Sponsored by the National Waste Prevention Coalition’s Junk Mail 
Reduction Project, it’s free to businesses.  The website is hosted by King County.  

 CatalogChoice.org – Free non-profit provides portal to all mailers plus phone 
books. 

 Optoutprescreen.com – a free service of the credit rating agencies, this will cut 
off some credit card and insurance offers for five years. 
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 41Pounds.org – Cost is $41, though $15 is remitted to a charity customers pick 
from a limited list. 

 Privacycouncil.org – Cost is $9. 

 Myjunktree.com – Cost is $20. 

 Stopthejunkmail.com – Cost is $19.95. 

 Yellowpagesoptout.com – Free. Operated by the yellow pages publishers 
industry association.  Works with all major publishers.  
 Advantages:  Would nominally increase diversion 
 Disadvantages:  Cost:  $12,000 for regular appearance in Curb Waste and 

creation of links from City web pages to the private sites.  King County’s cost 
would be separate and additional. 

 
3.  Promote only free opt-out services. Jointly with King County, promote only the 
free privately operated opt-out services. 

 DMAChoice.org – sponsored by the Direct Marketing Association. Free to users. 
Does not include phone books. 

 CatalogChoice.org – Free non-profit provides portal to all mailers plus phone 
books. 

 Ecologicalmail.org – for businesses that want to get former employees off junk 
mail lists. Sponsored by the National Waste Prevention Coalition’s Junk Mail 
Reduction Project, it’s free to businesses.  The website is hosted by King County.  

 Yellowpagesoptout.com – Free. Operated by the yellow pages publishers 
industry association.  

 Advantages: 
 Directs residents to free sites with effective service, saves them time 

compared to searching the Internet. 
 Service equal to or better than pay-for-service sites. 
 CatalogChoice services same as option 4. Identity protected records; will act 

as consumer advocate. 
 No cost other than publicity. 
 City not part of the consumer transaction. 
 Likely increased diversion. 

 Disadvantages: 
 Cost:  $10,500 for regular appearance (3 issues per year) in Curb Waste and 

creation of links to the free sites.  King County’s cost would be separate and 
additional. 

 No data available to City or King County. 
 
4.  Contract with CatalogChoice for enhanced opt-out services. Enter into a 
contract with CatalogChoice.  The non-profit would develop a link from City and County 
web site directly to CatalogChoice website.  Seattle and King County residents (and 
others) would then be routed directly to the CatalogChoice website for their opt-out 
searches covering phone books, catalogs and junk mail. In addition, this option could 
require, via ordinance, that yellow pages publishers honor customer’s opt-out 
designations. (The City Attorney’s Office is looking at the City’s legal authority in this 
area and will report later this month.) 
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 Advantages:   

 Easy to publicize link from local government websites. 
 CatalogChoice would provide data on opt-outs showing waste tonnage 

avoided.  These data are not otherwise available. 
 Largest number of collaborating mailers/distributors, about double the number 

of DMA participants. 
 Shorter processing times. 
 Only service that includes phone books. 
 One-stop shopping for City and County residents. 
 Identity-protected records; will advocate in disputes with companies. 

Disadvantages: 
 Cost:  $10,000 one-time set up; $10,000 per year operation charge; $10,500 

per year for publicity in 3 issues of Curb Waste and Conserve.  Total annual 
operating cost = $20,500 after $10,000 set up cost. Grand total for 2011 
startup: $30,500.  (King County costs separate.) 

 
5.  Require by ordinance  that yellow pages offer opt-out service. For yellow pages 
phone books only, pass legislation requiring yellow pages publishers to provide opt-out 
service for customers. (Cannot regulate items – catalogs and junk mail – delivered by 
USPS.)  Ordinance would require phone book publishers to honor opt-out requests from 
customers or face City penalties and would require prominent advertising on the yellow 
page books of the availability of the opt-out service.  (The City Attorney’s Office is 
looking at the City’s legal authority in this area and will report later this month.) 
 Advantages: 

 Could fine companies who deliver contrary to customer request. 
 Disadvantages: 

 Companies already offer opt-out service voluntarily though delivery errors 
limit effectiveness and promotion is limited. 

 Makes City mediator in customer-company disputes. 
 Only covers phone books. 
 Enforcement would require new revenue. 

 
6.  Require by ordinance that yellow pages be distributed solely on an opt-in 
basis.  For yellow pages only, pass city legislation prohibiting delivery of yellow pages 
except when requested by customers.  (Cannot regulate items delivered by USPS.)  
Ordinance would require phone book publishers to restrict delivery to opt-in requests 
from customers or face City penalties.  (The law department is looking at the City’s legal 
authority in this area and will report later this month.) 
 
 Advantages: 

 Reduction in deliveries, significantly less waste. 
 Less recycling/disposal cost on Seattle ratepayers. 
 Preferred by some community activists.  

 Disadvantages: 
 Makes City mediator in customer-company disputes. 
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 Enforcement would require new revenue. 
 Only covers phone books. 
 May attract legal challenges. 

  
7.  Impose an advanced recovery fee (ARF) charged per yellow pages phone book 
for delivery.  (Yellow pages only.White pages delivery is regulated by W.U.T.C. as a 
required phone company service.)  The City would impose a fee, likely between 25 and 
50 cents per book, to be paid by publishers for each yellow pages book distributed in 
Seattle. (At two books and 10 pounds per household, 550,000 books are distributed 
generating 1,375 tons of recyclable paper, which recycled at $140 net/ton results in a 
cost to ratepayers of $192,500 or 35 cents per yellow pages phone book.) (City 
Attorney’s Office expects to affirm City authority in this area later this month.) 
 Advantages: 

 Takes product stewardship approach. 
 Savings to Seattle ratepayers. 
 Cost of recycling borne by producer 

 Disadvantages:  
 Administrative cost for collection of ARF. 
 May not suppress waste generation as effectively as opt-in or opt out. 

  
7A. Use an advanced recovery fee in combination with any of the other options. 
 
8.  Preferred alternative:  Option number 4, a contractual arrangement with 
CatalogChoice to provide convenient consumer service from both Seattle and King 
County web sites with annual reporting of the estimated tonnage of junk mail, catalogs 
and phone books that does not enter the City’s solid waste collection system.   
 


