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theMART, Chicago

Type

Commercial Typology 4: Service elevator to shared compactor containers

Best Practice Strategies

 — 2.02 Plan a route

 — 2.03 Design storage space

 — 2.04 Plan for collection

 — 2.05 Consider staff procedures

 — 2.07 Considerations for multi-tenant buildings

 — 2.09 Provide equal convenience disposal

 — 2.10 Provide clear visual cues and signage

 — 2.11 Provide opportunities for feedback

 — 2.12 Develop awareness & education programs

 — 2.14 Design for occupancy

 — 2.15 Provide shared assets and services

 — 2.20 Design to incorporate transparent pricing by stream

 — 2.22 Volume Reduction Equipment  

Summary

TheMART (formerly the Merchandise Mart), a 4.2 million sq ft building 

spanning two city blocks, is the largest privately held commercial building 

in the US, a wholesale design center, and one of Chicago’s premier  

venues for international business events. On average, 25,000 people  

visit theMART each weekday (nearly 10 million a year). 

Above:  
TheMART exterior view

Left:  
Floor plan of shared 
waste separation  
and storage area
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TheMART is owned and operated by Vornado Realty Trust. To maximize 

diversion rates, Vornado has designed shared building spaces and waste 

storage areas to promote proper separation of recyclables and organics. 

Building staff provide training for tenants. In office spaces, central waste 

stations have replaced general-purpose bins at desks, creating a level 

playing field for recycling collection. The recycling stations utilize clear  

visual cues and signage to promote proper separation. In operation since 

2008, theMART’s organics program has enabled 27 food service and office 

tenants to divert nearly 100 tons of organic waste per year. In addition  

to food waste, Vornado’s building maintenance team also composts paper 

towels from all the bathrooms in the building. 

Building staff use tilt trucks to move office tenants’ waste and recycling 

materials through service corridors to a loading dock. Retail tenants 

transport their materials similarly, and more than 60 of them participate  

in a program to measure their waste volumes and diversion rates. Before 

being staged for pickup, the tenants’ waste and recycling materials are 

weighed, and the results are entered manually in a database. The data  

is then analyzed and used to provide tenants with feedback on the success 

of diversion and reduction efforts. Although not currently in practice,  

the system could be used to bill tenants based on the amount of material 

collected rather than typical flat fee based on tenant square footage  

and business type. 

Challenges

The existing scale system Vornado uses to weigh tenant waste requires 

manual data entry. To simplify the process for staff, the team is working on 

upgrading the system so that data is entered into the system automatically. 

Office recycling collection; scale at loading dock for weighting tenant recycling stream;  
bin washing station; compactor outfitted with bin tipper 


