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Trends in recycling 

What makes something recyclable? 

What’s next? 



The Evolving Ton 

• The materials and products we use in our daily lives have evolved   

• Per capita waste generation is down 8% since 2000, affecting 
recycling, landfilling and waste-to-energy.   

• We are seeing less paper, more plastic and no growth in metal.  
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Waste generation and recovery rates in the U.S. 

US EPA 2012 MSW Report 
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Change in the Recycling Industry  

Change is not new to our industry:  

• Glass to aluminum 

• Glass and aluminum to plastic 

• Trend from source-separated collection to single stream 
collection 

• Ongoing trend towards domestic market constriction and 
growth in export markets 

A history of change 

 

What is different/the same in 2015? 
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Paper 

• Newspaper has historically made up 60% of recyclables collected. 

All types of paper made up 80% of the material we received for 

recycling.  

• A 50% reduction in newspaper readership in last 10-years resulting 

in the consolidation/closure of major recycled newsprint mills in 

North America 

• There is an increase in residential single stream material which has 

increased the volume of a grade called Curbside Mixed Paper. 

• New low cost manufacturing technology in China competes with 

aging North American machines so more Mixed Waste Paper goes to 

China 

 

A changing industry 
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Plastics 

• At the same time that paper grades have changed, plastics volumes 
are increasing 

• Plastics made up 12.7% of the waste stream in 2011, up from 10.5% in 

2010 

• The 12.7% plastics in the waste stream by weight makes up over 25% 

of the waste stream by volume 

• Use of single serve containers and plastic packaging is up  

• Plastic bottles have “light weighted” – water bottles take up the same 
space (volume) but weigh up to 25% less  

• Recyclers must process more bottles to get a ton, and these tons are 
more expensive to process. 

• Our cost are incurred by volume and our revenue is by weight. 

Impact of changing market conditions 

The changing waste stream means we process more volume with 
less weight which leads to higher processing costs  
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The evolving package 
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Glass 
jars, 
metal 
cap to 
PET jar, 
PP cap 

HDPE Bottle, PP 

Cap to multi-

layer, flexible 

film pouch 

From steel can, 

paper label 

adhesive to multi-

layer, foil-lined 

flexible film 

pouch 

• Light-weighting  

• Flexible packaging 

expected to grow 4-6% 

annually in the next 

few years 



The Millennials are coming - what should we expect?   

10 

• Millennials are defined by the group of 

young adults between 19-27 in 2015.  They 

number 79 million this year, making them a 

larger demographic group than Baby 

Boomers (76 M).  They are just starting to 

have children and to reach their peak 

purchasing years. 

• Millennials are not beholden to traditional 

packaging.  Cans, jars and bottles do not 

always fit with their lifestyle.   

• They are more likely to eat convenience 

food, food on the go, and 17% more likely 

to purchase food from convenience stores 

and one-stop-shop mass merchandisers than 

traditional grocery stores.   

 

Millennials want 

meals they can 

prepare and eat 

quickly, with little 

or no cleanup – and 

minimal leftovers.  

The average 

Millennial eats 

nearly one-third few 

meals per year 

involving leftovers 

than adults in their 

late 30’s and 40’s. 
Brand Aptitude, 2012    
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Month XX, 
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Implications 

• Less foodwaste 

• More custom 

packaging  

• More small 

packaging 

• More packaging that 

cannot be recycled 

in MRFs with existing 

technology 

• More packaging with 

no end markets 



Changes in society impact end-of-life options 
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Because curbside recyclables are primarily packaging 

and printed paper, recyclers must adapt their 

infrastructure and operations to a rapidly changing 

waste stream over which they have no control.  

• Convenience trumps sustainability 

• We are  using more, smaller packaging (single serve) – 

which often end up in the residual at MRFs  

• Packaging is becoming lighter – plastics, metals and even 

glass and cardboard is lighter 

• Many new plastics are laminates that cannot be recycled 
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Net impact on MRFs:  Lighter inbound material    

• The volume in a ton has increased with the loss of ton 
density.   

• Inbound material at MRFs is now 45-60% paper and 40-
55% containers 

• Glass and residue is a greater percentage of our 
recycling mix 

 
 
 These all have implications on the design of 

MRFs, and increase the cost of recycling 



What makes something recyclable? 

Trends in recycling 

What’s next? 



What Makes Something Recyclable? 

  

All of these are 
necessary for 
sustainable 
recycling 

• Convenience 

• Size/shape 

• Public education 

• Identification 

• Sorting 

• Size 

• Demand 

• Volume 

• Value 

Collection 

Processing 

End-Market 
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Transition to Single Stream Collection and MRFs 
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Courtesy Nat Egosi, RRT 
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Growth in Single Stream MRFs 
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1995 2002 2006 2014 
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Contamination in Single Stream Recyclables 

• Contamination of loads is on 

average  16% of inbound tons and 

increasing 

• Contamination can be up to 50% of 

incoming loads 

• Contamination cost an average of 

$140 per ton 

• Markets are demanding reduced 

contamination (Green Fence) 

• Processing costs continue to 

increase, which is driving up cost to 

customers  
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WM MRF Data - 2013 



Film Plastics in Disc Screens 
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Price and Volume 
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What do these changes mean for recycling? 

• The changing waste stream has increased processing cost 

at MRFs, driving up the overall cost of recycling 

• There are more non-recyclable materials in the 

feedstock - which increases the cost of recycling 

programs  

• There are more low-value materials in the recycling 

stream, which  reduces overall revenue. Communities 

with revenue-sharing may see less revenue from the sale 

of commodities. 

• A lighter recycling stream makes it harder to increase 

recycling rates 

– More light-weight plastic  

– More lower value materials 

– Light-weighting of all packaging  
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The Role of Life Cycle Thinking 
Why product/packaging design is important 

Courtesy:  American Chemistry Council 
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Is recycling percentage the right way to 
measure success? 

23 

• Recycling is measured in weight, not volume. Light-

weighting combined with a switch to lighter materials 

has the effect of stalling diversion rates and falsely 

suggesting the programs have become ineffective 

• Overall environmental benefits must be our first 

priority.  If a material has a net environmental benefit 

but cannot be recycled, should we support its use?   
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Trends in recycling 

What makes something recyclable? 

What’s next?   



Back to the Basics:  
Public Education and Outreach for Recycling 
 

Recycle Often. Recycle Right.
SM 

The Path to Sustainable Profitable Recycling 

 



Recycle Often. Recycle Right.sm 

• Built on behavior change science framework: 

 Keep it simple 

 Focus on barriers and benefits 

 Tell people why 

 Ask for a commitment 

 Measure and scale 

• Focus on specific changes that are (almost) universal; can 

translate on a national level 

• Focus on basic materials with large recycling potential: paper, 

bottles and cans 

• Address contamination issues that cause the most issues at 

MRFs: Wet items and plastic bags 

• Help lead industry towards improved 

 recycling 

 

Getting Back to the Basics of Recycling 



Simple Messages 

 

• Focus on 3 simple behaviors that could 
greatly impact recycling nationally 

• Tested 

• Accompanying myth busters/FAQs for 
those that want to dig deeper 

Simplifying the 
Message 



Recycle Often… 
…because it’s the responsible thing to do 

• Recycle empty plastic bottles and metal/aluminum cans (glass*) 

 

 

 

 

• Recycle clean, dry paper and cardboard 
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Recycle Right… 
…because following a few simple rules will make the process 

work 

 

• Keep plastic bags out of your recycling container 
 

 
 
 
 
• Keep food, food-soiled paper, and liquids out of 

your recycling container 
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 Brochure 
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Poster 



Tell People Why 



Mythbusters 



Resources 

• www.RecycleOftenRecycleRight.com

Users can access the campaign online 

and make a digital promise to rethink 

recycling by “getting back to the 

basics of good recycling” and 

encourage others to do the same.  

 

• EPA, KAB, SWANA  and NW&RA 

collaborated to create: 

http://beginwiththebin.org/recycling

/recycling-smart 

 

•   
 

http://www.recycleoftenrecycleright.com/
http://beginwiththebin.org/recycling/recycling-smart
http://beginwiththebin.org/recycling/recycling-smart
http://beginwiththebin.org/recycling/recycling-smart
http://beginwiththebin.org/recycling/recycling-smart
http://beginwiththebin.org/recycling/recycling-smart
http://beginwiththebin.org/recycling/recycling-smart


Sustainable recycling requires broad, multi-
stakeholder support 

Local recycling goals must be realistic.  Policies and 
contract terms must support these goals.  

Local regulations and our recycling contracts must 
be aligned to ensure the development of  
economically sustainable recycling programs 

Sustainable recycling must include public education 
and outreach to support local regulations and 
economic realities 
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Thank you.  

Questions?  
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