Recycling Shakeup Presents
Challenges, But It’s Still the
Right Thing To Do

By BROOKE NASH
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ost people are surprised to learn
Mthat recyclables are the single

largest export commodity from
the U.S. by weight. Until January 2018,
China was on the receiving end of
approximately 12 million tons of baled
scrap paper, plastics and cardboard that
originated in homes, businesses and

institutions throughout the U.S. Then the
Chinese government implemented its
National Sword policy, which led to a
seismic shift in the global secondary
materials market.

National Sword imposed essentially
unachievable quality standards for scrap paper
and plastic imports. China’s message to the
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world—primarily the U.S. and Europe—was,
“Your recyclables are too dirty, and unless
they’re cleaned up, we won’t take them.” ]
Contamination in recycling bins is not
a new thing. Plastic bags, toys, bowling
balls, holiday lights and textiles are among
the common contaminants found in the
Massachusetts recycling stream. With the
advent of large recycling carts on wheels,
usually in conjunction with single-stream
recycling, the public became less careful,
and the era of “wishful recycling” was
born. Well-meaning residents began
putting items in their recycling bins that
they hoped could be recycled, figuring that
someone would get it all sorted out
somewhere. For years, this practice didn’t
cause much of a problem. China and other
importers of secondary materials tolerated
the low-quality recycling. With low labor
costs and less stringent environmental and
labor laws, Chinese importers paid U.S.
recyclers competitive prices for the
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materials, sorted out the contaminants, and
manufactured new packages and products
to be shipped back to the U.S.

When National Sword imposed a
contamination limit of one-half of 1
percent, U.S. recyclers switched to export
markets in Vietnam, India, Indonesia,
Turkey and even Italy. But the shipping
costs are significantly higher, and without
demand from China, the market became
glutted and prices plummeted. Asian
markets also tightened their material
specifications in reaction to China’s
policies. The value of a ton of recyclables
dropped between 50 and 75 percent.

Making matters worse, a glass bottle
manufacturing plant in Milford that
consumed much of New England’s
recycled glass to make new beer bottles
closed in March 2018. This has led to a
scramble to find alternative glass markets
and added to the cost of recycling.

Municipal Options

The domino effect of recycling market
disruption has hit municipal recycling
budgets hard. To meet higher quality
standards, the state’s eight recycling

facilities—known as material recovery
facilities, or MRFs—had to slow their
processing lines and add workers to
remove more contaminants. Meanwhile,
the MRFs are paying higher shipping costs
and receiving a fraction of the revenue for
the recyclables.

The Massachusetts Department of
Environmental Protection is working to help
municipalities respond to what, for the time
being, is the new normal in the recycling
world. The MassDEP recommends a focused
effort on reducing contamination. Cleaning
up the recycling stream before it gets to the
MRF makes it less costly to process and
results in improved value.

The MassDEP has created several
programs to help communities get the word
out about the importance of reducing
contamination. This involves re-educating
residents on the basics of recycling—what is
accepted, and what is not—and providing
direct feedback at the curb or transfer station.

The MassDEP’s Recycling IQ Kit was
developed to provide cities and towns
with steps, tools and resources to help
improve the quality of local recycling
programs and tackle contamination at its

source. The program offers grants and
technical assistance on a rolling
application basis. The grants fund the
implementation of a boots-on-the ground
education effort to visually inspect
recycling containers and leave “oops”
tags for problem materials. (See related
story on Lynn’s program below.)
Municipalities are advised to become a
partner in the statewide education initiative
known as Recycle Smart, launched by the
Baker-Polito administration in August
2018. The program aims to raise awareness
about the importance of keeping our
recycling free of problem materials: plastic
bags, food and liquids, “tanglers,” clothing/
textiles, and bagged recyclables. The
website (recyclesmartma.org) features
videos, a recycling FAQ, sample social
media posts, and the Smart Recycling
Guide, with images of what should go into
the recycling bin and what should not. The
MassDEP developed the guide in
collaboration with the state’s private sector
MRFs. The MRFs agreed that a consistent
message about what to recycle would
reduce the public’s confusion about
recycling. Municipalities are urged to

Armed With Recycling 1Q Kit, Lynn Sees Marked Improvements in Recycling
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adopt the rules, use the downloadable
Smart Recycling Guide postcard, and
update their recycling websites.

Supporting Markets

The MassDEP also supports the
development of local recycling markets
through its  Recycling  Business
Development Grants. The agency

announced $1 million in grants last

November and will announce a second
round in 2019. Last July, the MassDEP
awarded the towns of Dennis and Groton a
total of $257,000 to establish regional glass
recycling operations to convert glass bottles
and jars into processed glass aggregate
for use in drainage and construction
projects. Last November, the Baker-Polito
administration awarded another $2.1
million to municipalities to improve
recycling programs and reduce waste.

The 2019 municipal recycling grant,
known as the Sustainable Materials
Recovery Program, will be released in
April, with applications due by June 12.
Grant information workshops and
webinars will be offered in April to assist
interested municipalities.

Is there a light at the end of the tunnel
with the recycling market downturn?
Already, there are some positive signs,
including recent private sector investments
in domestic paper and plastic mills.
Chinese imports of secondary materials
have been reduced to a trickle, but its
manufacturers still need fiber and plastics,
so they plan to source that material
directly by investing in mills and
processing in the U.S. Last November, the
Northeast Recycling Council (nerc.org)
released a list of investments being made
that will expand paper and plastic recycling
capacity, including facilities in Maine,
Virginia, West Virginia and the Midwest.

In the meantime, the MassDEP is
encouraging municipalities to keep the
long view in mind. Recycling has become
a much more costly service in the wake of
National Sword, but the reasons to stay
the course are many. Recycling, reuse
and remanufacturing (using recycled
feedstocks) support more than 2,000
businesses with an estimated 14,000 jobs
in Massachusetts and bring $3.2 billion
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Recycling Resources
for Cities, Towns
and Consumers

e MassDEP’s Recycling 1Q Kit:

www.mass.gov/how-to/get-
the-massdep-recycling-ig-kit

¢ RecycleSmart:
https://recyclesmartma.org

¢ Recyclopedia:
https://recyclesmartma.org/
results-materials/#

e Beyond the Bin (directory
of drop-off locations
for textiles and other
materials that can’t
go in recycling
bins): https://
recyclesearch.com/
profile/ma

RECYCI

interviewed about Lynn’s recycling program as part
of the public awareness campaign. (courtesy photo)
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into the Massachusetts economy each
year,according to the 2009 U.S. Recycling
Information Study, prepared for the
Northeast Recycling Council. In addition,
the public counts on recycling programs.
The alternative to recycling, disposing of
recyclables as trash, not only is against
the law (due to waste disposal bans), but
is just as costly and lacks the
environmental benefits.

The recycling collection infrastructure
in Massachusetts is strong, due to millions
of dollars in investments by the state
(more than $30 million since 2010),
municipalities and the private sector.
There will be some rough sledding in the
next year, but in the long term our
communities, our economy and our
environment will reap huge rewards
from recycling, including saving
natural resources, increasing energy
efficiency and reducing greenhouse gas
emissions. ¥
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