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Introduction
Waste Management Inc.: The Story of An American Company chronicles the
remarkable evolution of a business that has become synonymous with waste
collection, environmental stewardship, and corporate resilience in America. From its
modest origins as a local garbage hauling operation in the late 19th century to its
place as a modern S&P 500 powerhouse, Waste Management, Inc. (WM) represents a
compelling narrative at the intersection of entrepreneurship, innovation, regulatory
change, and global environmental trends.

Founded by Wayne Huizenga, Dean Buntrock, and Larry Beck in Chicago in 1968,
Waste Management Inc. quickly distinguished itself through an ambitious strategy of
acquiring smaller regional operators. This approach not only fueled rapid expansion
but also set the stage for WM’s transformation into the nation's largest waste services
provider. By consolidating operations and leveraging early commitments to
technology and logistics optimization, the company established itself as a model of
efficiency and market dominance within a highly fragmented industry.

WM’s journey has not always been smooth. The company faced major obstacles,
including significant environmental controversies and infamous accounting scandals
that culminated in historical financial restatements and leadership upheaval. Such
crises tested the organization’s resolve and compelled major reforms in governance,
transparency, and corporate ethics. These challenging episodes, however, also paved
the way for Waste Management to develop a more robust and disciplined
organizational culture, one that prioritizes not only profitability but also compliance,
sustainability, and stakeholder trust.

As the global economy and public consciousness have shifted toward sustainability,
WM has positioned itself at the vanguard of environmental innovation. The company’s
substantial investments in recycling, landfill gas-to-energy projects, and advanced
data-driven collection technologies underscore its vision to lead the environmental
services industry into a low-carbon, circular future. Through both organic growth and
landmark acquisitions, including Advanced Disposal and Stericycle in recent years, WM
continues to expand its service offerings and geographic reach.

With a market capitalization exceeding $90 billion, millions of customers across North
America, and ambitious financial and sustainability goals for the future, Waste
Management Inc. stands at the threshold of a new era. This book provides a
comprehensive look not only at the company’s storied past, but also at its enduring
legacy and ongoing transformation. Whether readers are interested in business
history, corporate strategy, sustainability, or the critical role of infrastructure and
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environmental services in modern society, the story of Waste Management Inc. offers
vital lessons and insights.

Join us as we explore the milestones, challenges, and innovations that have shaped
Waste Management, Inc. into one of America’s most significant and consequential
companies.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Waste Management
Inc.: Humble Beginnings in Chicago
The story of Waste Management, Inc. is a quintessential American tale, one that
begins not with corporate boardrooms and stock market listings, but with a lone
immigrant, a horse, and a wagon on the bustling streets of late 19th-century Chicago.
In 1893, Harm Huizenga, a Dutch immigrant, arrived in a rapidly industrializing city
where the problem of mounting refuse was becoming increasingly apparent. Seeing an
opportunity in the uncollected trash that lined the city’s streets, Huizenga started a
modest garbage hauling business, charging a dollar and twenty-five cents per
wagonload. This simple act of enterprise, driven by a practical need, laid the
foundational stone for what would eventually become a multinational corporation.

Harm Huizenga's early venture was a testament to the ingenuity of immigrants who
sought to carve out a living in a new land. He established a reliable service, diligently
collecting waste and developing a routing system to manage the refuse of a growing
populace. While seemingly humble, his efforts contributed to public health and the
quality of life in Chicago, addressing a critical, albeit often overlooked, aspect of urban
development. He was, in many ways, an unsung pioneer, shaping the nascent industry
of waste management. His business, Huizenga & Sons Scavenger Co., became a local
fixture, embodying the spirit of hard work and community service.

Decades later, the legacy of Harm Huizenga would find new life through his grandson,
Wayne Huizenga. Born into a family steeped in the garbage hauling business, Wayne
Huizenga possessed an entrepreneurial drive that mirrored his grandfather's, albeit on
a much grander scale. After attending Calvin College and dropping out, he initially
started his own garbage hauling business in Pompano Beach, Florida, in 1962,
demonstrating an early affinity for the family trade. He would famously drive a
garbage truck himself from two in the morning until noon, then spend his afternoons
soliciting new customers, a clear indicator of his hands-on approach and relentless
ambition.

The waste management industry in the mid-20th century was largely fragmented,
characterized by numerous small, independent haulers operating in local territories.
This landscape presented a unique opportunity for consolidation, a vision that Wayne
Huizenga and his future partners would keenly recognize. The post-war era brought
about a significant shift toward disposable products, leading to an explosion in waste
generation that many existing providers were ill-equipped to handle. The time was
ripe for a more organized, efficient approach to waste disposal.
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In 1968, a pivotal moment arrived with the formal founding of Waste Management,
Inc. in Chicago, Illinois. This was not merely the creation of a new company but rather
the strategic merger of several existing garbage collection services. Wayne Huizenga
joined forces with Dean Buntrock, his cousin's husband, who had taken over the
Chicago-based Ace Scavenger Service, a company with its own history in the city’s
waste collection scene. Larry Beck also joined them, forming the core leadership team.

Buntrock, like Huizenga, was an ambitious and forward-thinking individual who
recognized the vast potential in unifying the disparate elements of the waste
collection market. Their combined vision was to transcend the traditional localized
model and create a truly national, integrated waste management enterprise. They saw
the opportunity to bring modern industrial efficiency to an industry that, for
generations, had operated largely without it.

The initial merger brought together firms operating in Illinois, Wisconsin, and Florida,
laying the groundwork for a broader geographical footprint. In its very first year of
operation, the newly formed Waste Management, Inc. companies generated a revenue
of approximately $5.5 million. While this might seem modest in comparison to later
figures, it was a solid starting point for an enterprise poised for exponential growth.
The founders understood that the waste industry, driven by an ever-increasing
population and consumption, possessed an almost limitless future.

The founding of Waste Management, Inc. was well-timed with new legislation in the
United States. In 1965, the U.S. Congress enacted stricter requirements for waste
disposal, which created a more structured and regulated environment for the industry.
This regulatory shift inadvertently opened the door for larger, more organized
companies capable of meeting these new standards, providing an additional tailwind
for Waste Management’s aggressive expansion plans. The era of informal, localized
waste hauling was giving way to a more sophisticated, corporate approach.
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