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Puntacana Resort & Club
pioneers integrated
waste management that
includes a materials
sorting and recycling
facility and
vermicomposting.

Jake Kheel

IN 1969, Theodore Kheel, a prominent
labor mediator in New York City, and a
group of American investors purchased
a large tract of land in the unsettled and
lightly populated eastern tip of the Do-
minican Republic. For a relatively mod-
est sum they were able to purchase
nearly 30 square miles of land including
six miles of beach and coastal front. The
area had no roads, electricity or infras-
tructure. Kheel and his Dominican part-
ner Frank Rainieri, in what today may
seem like an obvious decision, deter-
mined its future would lie in tourism.
Fast forward to the present, and that
undiscovered eastern end of the Do-
minican Republic has become Punta
Cana, one of the most significant
tourism destinations in the Caribbean.
Punta Cana receives more than 2 million
tourists annually, has more than 35,000
hotel rooms and represents a third of
the foreign investment made in the Do-
minican Republic. While the original
purchase, now known as Puntacana Re-
sort & Club (PCRC), represents only a
small portion of the Punta Cana tourism
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In 2010, Punta Cana’s Descargo Cero (Zero Discharge) recycling program captured 41.29
tons of cardboard (left) and 15.8 tons of aluminum (right).

destination in terms of land area, it was
the initial motor for tourism in the re-
gion through development of the first
privately owned international airport in
the world. Perhaps more significantly,
PCRC — which includes the airport, ho-
tels, residential and golf course commu-
nities, and a variety of resort amenities
— has become a model of economic suc-
cess based on a philosophy of sustain-
able development.

The Punta Cana region, while still a
force in Caribbean tourism, is at an im-
portant crossroads. Waste management
is one of its most significant challenges.
The region produces large quantities of
waste (estimates vary widely from 80 to
200 tons/day), with nearly all of it sent
to open-air landfills without liners, en-
vironmental controls or oversight. With
limited rainfall and no surface water
sources, the resorts and surrounding
communities of Punta Cana depend
solely on subterranean aquifers for their
fresh water. Yet few, if any, reliable en-
vironmental controls currently exist to
protect this vital water resource from

contamination from sources such as
landfills. The Punta Cana region has
dozens of authorized as well as illegal
dump sites and numerous waste collec-
tion companies that vary in quality of
service but generally charge high prices.
Additionally, the public waste collec-
tion system has become highly politi-
cized, making implementation of best
practices in waste management a signif-
icant challenge.

In 2007, PCRC made a strategic deci-
sion to implement a more sustainable
approach to its waste management
problem. Faced with high costs (nearly
$200,000 annually in waste hauling), ex-
treme variability in tipping fees, poor
service and serious environmental con-
cerns, the resort decided to implement
“Descarga Cero,” an integrated waste
management system.

An audit evaluated all of the waste
produced throughout the property, in-
cluding the hotels, airport and all resi-
dential communities, and determined
significant hauling fees could be avoid-
ed through sorting of waste, sale of re-
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