REI to launch national propane exchange for camping
canisters
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Customers gather at REI's store in Marina on Jan. 26 as part of an event to introduce the public to the
reusable propane canisters that will become part of a canister exchange program.
Nic Coury/Special to The Chronicle

Ahead of a California law that will change the buying_habits of campers here, REI is ramping
up a national propane exchange program for the handheld canisters commonly used to fuel
camping stoves and lanterns.

The company has been testing the concept as a pilot program over the past year and a half
at four of its Bay Area stores — San Francisco, Santa Rosa, Sunnyvale and Dublin —and now
plans to expand it to roughly 50 locations nationwide, including ones elsewhere in California
and the Denver area, by late March, according to Nicole Ryan, REI Co-op Camp
Merchandising Buyer.
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Under the program, a customer buys a special refillable propane cylinder for $22 that comes
full. Once they've used the fuel, they trade in the empty canister at a participating store for a
full cylinder at the reduced price of $10. It's a system familiar to anyone who fuels their
backyard gas barbecue with a 20-pound propane tank, but scaled for the smaller canisters
popular among the camping cohort.
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"Once we started testing and knew the appetite for this type of offering, we were excited to
expand further," Ryan wrote in an email to the Chronicle.

A spent single-use one-pound propane canister (left) is held next to the kind of new refillable canister REI
will begin carrying at dozens of stores nationwide.
Nic Coury/Special to The Chronicle

REI doesn't share sales figures and the company wouldn't provide a full list of locations
slated to participate in the initial expansion. It operates about 190 stores nationwide, 31 of
which are in California.

The company's decision to test the exchange program stems from a legislative proposal
California lawmakers considered for years — and then approved last fall — to ban sales of
single-use one-pound propane cylinders like the dark green ones sold by brands like
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Coleman and Bernzomatic. California is now on track to become the first state to take such a
step when the law takes effect in 2028.

Between 4.5 million and 7 million of those single-use cylinders are sold in the state each
year, but recycling them is costly and difficult and many wind up in landfills, according to the
California Product Stewardship Council.
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"If REI can reduce that number (of discarded canisters) in even a small way, it's worth our
time and investment," Ryan wrote to the Chronicle.

The Bay Area outdoor chain Sports Basement has its own in-house exchange program for
reusable one-pound propane canisters. Members get free fuel refills; non-members pay $2
per canister.

REI has no plans to stop selling the single-use canisters in California until the law takes
effect, according to Ryan.

Sales of single-use propane canisters, like the one shown here, will be banned in California beginning in
2028.
Nic Coury/Special to The Chronicle
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REI is working exclusively with Little Kamper, a national exchange program based in
Manteca with hundreds of participating_locations around the country, including Ace Hardware
stores, sporting goods stores and gas stations. Little Kamper also operates in Yosemite,
Sequoia-Kings Canyon and Joshua Tree national parks. A first cylinder purchase costs about
$20-$22 at each location; empty canisters are sent to Little Kamper to be inspected, refilled
and redistributed for sale.

Little Kamper uses bright green cylinders made by Southern California company Flame King,
which are designed such that consumers can refill them at home from their larger barbecue
tanks. (It's a simple process but requires a special gauge adapter and some finesse.)

REI selected Little Kamper as a partner "because of their dedication to consumer safety and
their commitment to sustainability," according to Ryan.

"The REI community — both the employees and the customers — are an ideal group of people
to serve with a sustainable fuel solution like Little Kamper, and expanding to a larger
collection of stores is a huge step forward for us," said Josh Simpson, Little Kamper vice
president of marketing.

REI's store in Marina, which serves the Monterey Peninsula, Central Coast and parts of the
Central Valley, joined the propane exchange in December. Last week, the store hosted a
promotional event with Little Kamper to raise awareness about the program.

"We just thought it was the right thing to do and the right time to do it," said Bryan Pelton,
REI Marina store manager. "We've got a lot of lead time before 2028 but we're trying to get
ahead of it (the new law)."
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Virginia McCormick, a senior associate at the California Product Stewardship Council, talks about
Little Kamper's reusable propane tanks at the REI store in Marina during an event on Jan. 26.
Nic Coury/Special to The Chronicle
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