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Each month industry topics are highlighted 

through the use of  hard data, industry experience 

and visual engagement.

As seen in

http://www.resource-recycling.com/


As organics becomes an increasingly central component of
regional materials management plans, how well is existing
capacity geographically positioned to handle the additional
material? RRS has record of more than 5,000 centralized
composting facilities, and recent research by BioCycle and
the Institute for Local Self-Reliance estimates the average
facility throughput is around 5,100 tons per year. Since
facilities should be sited near generation sources and sources
correlate to population, states with a greater number of
facilities per capita seem better positioned to service
additional organics volume.
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This month we step away from hard numbers and aim to
illustrate the interplay of different stakeholders that must
work together to provide effective materials management.
Recovery systems are value chains that respond to supply
and demand. However, no one system works for all products.
For instance the recovery of electronics is different than the
recovery of packaging. For the circular economy to flourish,
products need to be designed with the appropriate recovery
system in mind, companies need to understand their role in
supporting the recovery infrastructure, and brands need to
use their influence to support the culture of product
stewardship that drives recycling. Diverse benefits –
economic, environmental and community-based – can
materialize when recovery systems are optimized.
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High recycling rates rely on high levels of participation. This
means more people putting material in the bin, but also more
material from those same program participants. RRS recently
sampled Michigan communities and found three participation
patterns emerging. Large suburbs with cart programs tended
to have high participation and higher volume per participant.
Suburban and rural programs without carts had equally high
participation but lower volumes per participant. Urban cart
programs appeared to be low-performing based on
participation rates alone, but participating households were,
on average, found to recycle relatively high volumes –
indicated low overall performance was due to those
households not participating in the program at all.
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In 2014, RRS conducted a set-out rate study for curbside
trash and recycling in North Carolina's Mecklenburg county,
which has a population of just over 1 million and includes the
city of Charlotte. Following a 2010 transition from bins to
carts, the county saw set-out rates rise to levels comparable
to those of other communities in North Carolina. The study
also found that residents would welcome the adoption of
incentives or requirements aimed at increasing resident
participation, though residents also stated they did not favor
enforcement of those requirements.
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An increasing number of local governments in the U.S. are
implementing mandatory recycling ordinances that target
commercial and/or multi-family properties. Some also
extend to institutions and construction and demolition (C&D)
projects. Recently, the team at waste-data firm Re-TRAC
Connect conducted research looking at local government
recycling ordinances across the U.S. dating back to 1989.
According to the research, mandatory recycling ordinances
have tripled in the U.S. since 2005.



Every year, hundreds of colleges and universities across
North America compete in the RecycleMania tournament. The
competition ranks participating schools based on per capita
recycling, recycling as a percentage of total waste, and least
amount of combined trash and recycling generated. Working
with RecycleMania, Re-TRAC analyzed participant school
profile surveys to identify common characteristics among top-
performing schools, defined as those that ranked in the top
10 for at least one award category each of the last three
years.



RRS compared the education spend to tons of recyclables
recovered in 10 cities to estimate the incremental return on
education budgets. One initial finding is that larger cities are
not always experiencing economies of scale and are more
likely to need additional education spend to garner
additional recycling tonnage. More investigation is needed to
identify specific factors that may be holding back the ROI of
education dollars. The dotted red line in the graph
represents the trend line for this study.

© RRS



RRS conducted a national study for the Sustainable
Packaging Coalition (SPC) on the availability of recycling
programs to U.S. residents. As part of the study, RRS
collected data on the characteristics of curbside recycling
programs. In terms of population served, curbside programs
are predominantly single-stream and tend to utilize large
rolling carts. For the full study, contact SPC
(spcinfo@greenblue.org).
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RRS analyzes publicly available commodity prices on a
monthly basis and developed the charts below showing
commodity pricing fluctuation in recycled PET and HDPE as
well as the frequency of magnitude in that fluctuation. As the
bottom graph shows, the frequency follows a bell curve
distribution – larger changes in price are proportionally less
frequent than smaller ones, and the changes are not as
sporadic as they can sometimes appear. The curve is on the
material price growth side, suggesting that even during
periods of market volatility, consuming brands’ desire to use
recycled content remains positive.
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RRS recently conducted the 2015-16 Centralized Availability
of Recycling Study, which was commissioned by the
Sustainable Packaging Coalition (SPC). Among surveyed
communities, which were grouped into four brackets by size,
recycling programs serving multi-family housing proved to be
most available in cities with populations greater than
250,000.
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Materials recovery facilities (MRFs) and the communities they
serve may have individual goals, but to maintain an effective
partnership and program, each party must recognize the
other’s needs. RRS recently looked at six MRF-community
contracts from various regions that began in the last five
years to see how many included certain clauses that can help
both the MRF and the local government succeed despite
issues such as low commodity values and contamination. The
analysis included a range of community sizes and processing
companies.
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From November 2015 to July 2016 RRS conducted testing
for the Materials Recovery for the Future (MRFF)
collaborative to determine the feasibility of utilizing existing
sortation technologies at materials recovery facilities (MRFs)
to sort flexible plastic packaging and produce bales of that
material. Flexible packaging was seeded into the stream of
materials moving through facilities and its movement was
tracked. The results, outlined below, demonstrate that with
adequate screening and optical sorting capacity, flexible
packaging can be efficiently captured in a single-stream
MRF.
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