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Promoting A Healthy Work Environment

Solvent Systems Turns Cooking
Oil Into Bio-Based Cleaners
By Melanie Kalmar
It happens every year. Several days after Thanksgiving,
local residents stop by Solvent
Systems International, Inc. to
drop off pails of used cooking
oil, knowing the company will
find another use for it. Solvent
Systems produces bio-based
chemicals and solvents, from
used and expired vegetable oil,
and sells it to companies that
make chemical compounds for
industrial and consumer cleaning products.
“They formulate it and we
give them ideas on how it
can be applied,” said Steve
Rundell, president of Solvent
Systems at 70 King Street in
Elk Grove Village. “We make
methyl ester, the base material for lubricants, degreasers
and cleaners, a direct replacement for petroleum. There are
no health hazards associated
with it. It has no odor. It’s not
flammable. There’s no inhalation issues and it’s mild to the
skin.”
The company processes 1
million gallons of cooking oil
each year for its bio-based
chemicals. “We as a society

label things a waste without
much thought about additional
uses for it,” he said. Most of
the vegetable oil comes by the
truckload from restaurants and
food processing plants. The
solvents made with bio-based
materials can be used to strip
paint and graffiti off walls,
remove ink from plates on
printing presses, and dissolve
tar stuck on automobiles. It
can make outdoor grills, black
with grease, look new again,
and clean lawnmowers and
automobile engines. When it’s
rinsed off with a hose, it naturally fertilizes the grass and
surrounding vegetation.
Solvent Systems’ non-toxic,
penetrating oil, used to clean
industrial parts, rivals WD-40,
Rundell said. Gentle on skin,
soy methyl ester can be used
by mechanics to safely wash
off oil from their hands, and
by consumers to remove grease
stains from clothing and carpeting.
An engineer, Rundell started
Solvent Systems in 1983 after working in the chemical
industry and seeing a lot of
unnecessary waste. “It was
the beginning of the environ-

A pump part from an ink manufacturing facility comes clean after
being treated with a bio-based
solvent from Solvent Systems.
(Submitted photo)

Steve Rundell, president of
Solvent Systems, holds a bar he
formed from metal dust. His company sells the bars to steel mills,
which melt it into scrap metal for
cars, I-beams and other useful
items. (Photo by Melanie Kalmar)

mental movement,” he said.
“A lot of people didn’t know
how to move forward. They
didn’t think, ‘What are the
consequences I have to deal
with as I use this product? If
you gauge it on price alone
and you don’t look at whether
(Continued on page 8)

Grease comes out of carpet after it’s treated with a bio-based solvent by
Solvent Systems. (Submitted photo)

A greasy outdoor grill looks new after it’s washed with a bio-based solvent by Solvent Systems.
(Submitted photo)
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it’s safe for your employees,
you could be poisoning them
without knowing it. People
need to think about how products affect their health and the
environment.
“Products labeled green may
not be that green,” he said.
“Look all the way through the
cycle. How is it made? What is
used to make it? If you want to
keep employees, keep a healthy
work environment.”
His philosophy is everything
has a positive or negative
value. “If you pay for it once
and throw it out, it’s a negative
value. We take negative value
material and give it a positive
value. For example, the metal
dust created when engines are
ground during the manufacturing process. You can’t melt
metal dust. It oxidizes and
goes into the air. Our process
converts dust into scrap metal,
which gets melted and made
into cars, I-beams, steel…What
had a negative value now has
positive value.”

Learn More
Solvent Systems
International, Inc.
70 King St.
Elk Grove Village, IL 60007
847-437-1100
www.solvent-systems.com

Another side of the business is finding other uses for
hazardous and non-hazardous
waste. Recently, he purchased
a large quantity of windshield
wiper fluid that came out of
the factory the wrong shade
of blue. “I found someone who
could use it and sold it to them,”
he said.
“It’s not enough to make a
product safer for the environment; it also needs to have an
economic segment that creates
a competitive value,” he said.
“I call it ‘enviro-nomics.’”

“Look all the way through the
cycle. How is it made? What is
used to make it? If you want to
keep employees, keep a healthy
work environment.”
Steve Rundell, president of Solvent Systems
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New Video Gaming Cafe
Opening In Elk Grove Village
Royals, a new video gaming cafe, is set
to cut the ribbon on its newest location
at 656 Meacham Rd., Elk Grove Village,
Wednesday, Feb. 21.
The cafe’s hours of operation are initially
set for 9 a.m. to 11 p.m. Monday through
Thursday, 9 a.m. to 1 a.m. Friday and Saturday, and 9 a.m. to 11 p.m. Sunday.

Phoenix Binding
multi-page advertisements to
be inserted inside magazines
and newspapers; ring binders,
spiral notebooks, study guides;
swatches; and travel and media
guidebooks.
For 42 years, Isbell has done
binding for commercial printers, copy shops and graphic
design studios.They send large
printed sheets of paper to his
team for binding and finishing. It’s a well-choreographed
process, performed 18 hours
a day during two shifts, from
Phoenix’s 40,000 square-foot
headquarters at 1100 Pratt
Blvd. in Elk Grove Village.
The press sheets are cut to
a specified size, collated (put
in sequential order), trimmed
(Phoenix recycles about 1 million pounds of paper waste a
year), hole-punched or stitched,
bound, shrink-wrapped, packaged and shipped to the customer. Isbell has a maintenance
department to keep up the

Royals operates other video gambling
cafes in East Dundee and expects to open
a Carpentersville location in February as
well. Royals has a relationship with Illinois
Gaming Systems operating its machines.
The cafe will offer a menu of burgers,
pizza, sandwiches and soup along with beer
and wine.

Continued from page 7

Learn More
Phoenix Binding
Corporation
1100 Pratt Blvd.
Elk Grove Village, IL 60007
847-981-1111
www.phoenixbinding.com

equipment, because he cannot
afford downtime.
Much of the work is done by
hand. “You have to pay attention to quality,” he said. “If
one sheet is out of sequence
or punched off [out of alignment], you’ll have a problem

His background
enables him to
help customers
design the structure of a piece.
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with the binding. Now you have
spoilage. There’s no flexibility.
If the printer only printed a
certain number of pages, you
have to go back to the printer
and ask for more pages, and it
becomes expensive.”
He understands the printing
process, because he worked in
it for 17 years before switching
to binding. His background
enables him to help customers
design the structure of a piece.
“If it’s intricate, I want to be
involved from the beginning,”
he said.
Isbell has been watching
printers and binderies “fall
by the wayside,” because technology has taken over phases
of the industry that are no
longer done by hand, such as
collating. “When it comes to me
pre-collated, it is one stream of
revenue I lose. Once it’s gone,
it’s gone. It’s taken away 15
percent of my revenue.”
The 70 members of his team
have become like “family” to
him. One of them actually is
family, his brother Leonard.
They kept him motivated during the “2008 disaster,” the
Great Recession that caused
a $2 million drop in sales. “Everyone was taking each other
out at the knee caps,” he said,
noting the market was so competitive, he lost jobs to binding
companies with prices so low
he wondered how they could
afford to do the work. “Banks
didn’t want to deal with you.
We slowly pulled our way up
by the bootstraps.”
Even though he is starting
to see some of his long-time
customers retire, he is not interested in stopping. “Everybody
here is younger than me,” he
said. “You hang with young
people, you stay young. You
hang with old people, you get
old.” He paused for a moment
and laughed, “After all of these
years, I don’t have anything
else to do.”

