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Scrap Recycling Industry in the U.S.

$105 Billion Industry
149,000
472,000
Direct Employees

Direct + Indirect

+135,000,000

Tons processed annually
75 million tons ferrous
5.4 million tons aluminum
2 million tons copper
46 million tons paper
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Recycling Industry Segments

Not to scale
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Scrap Has Become a Global Industry

Part of the Global Industry
40

$21B

160

Total exported from U.S.
(million metric tons)

Value of U.S. materials
exported

Destination countries to which
recyclables were sold

•

The U.S. is the largest exporter of scrap commodities in the world.

•

With between 30% to 40% of scrap processed in US destined for export each
year, the health of the US recycling industry is directly tied to the health of
the global economy.

•

Explosive Chinese growth was the main driver of commodity and scrap
demand and the so-called “commodities super-cycle.” But the recent
slowdown in China’s economy has had similarly outsized impacts.
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The Relationship between Quality & Price
• Industrial consumers of recyclables as raw material
feedstock depend upon high quality infeed to
manufacture new, high quality basic materials.
• Dependent upon the finished product to be made
from those new basic materials, industrial consumers
may be able to use some amount of lower grade
recyclables.
• However, recycled materials that have been
commingled with solid waste during collection and
processing present a whole host of manufacturing
concerns for industrial consumers.

The Relationship between Quality & Price
• Dual Stream Collection of Recyclables
– Best opportunity for purer/higher grade materials

• Single Stream Collection of Recyclables
– Creates quality problems that affect new basic materials
and also create excessive downtime of machinery

• One-bin (one-can) Collection of Recyclables
commingled with putrescible and organic solid
wastes
– Recyclables commingled with liquid waste, organics,
human and animal fecal matter, hazwaste disposed
(inproperly or not) by homeowners create huge quality
problems for industrial consumers

The Relationship between Quality & Price
• Current state of technology has advanced to a
level that allows for excellent sortation of recyclable
materials
• Current state of technology cannot adequately
remove or segregate solid wastes from recyclables
to an extent that the recyclables can be used in
lieu of high quality recycled materials
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The Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries Releases North American
Paper Mills’ View of Material from Mixed Waste Processing Centers
Paper mills using recovered fiber as feedstock, reject the use of recovered paper sorted
from “one-bin programs”
(Washington DC) – The Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries (ISRI) today released the preliminary results of a survey
of paper mill buyers in North America who are responsible for sourcing recovered fiber for their paper mills, about
their thoughts and experiences with materials from mixed waste processing centers. Mixed waste processing centers
advise their residential customers that there is no need to separate recyclables from solid waste (including organics)
prior to collection, claiming that the valuable recyclables will be successfully separated in a Material Recovery Facility
(MRF)-like environment post-collection. While there have been other recent studies about mixed waste processing
centers, this is the first known study that exclusively solicited views of recovered paper buyers regarding their opinions
and views about the ability to successfully use the recyclables sorted from such “one-bin” programs.
“We gained an incredible amount of learning from the survey participants regarding their experiences and preferences
concerning the procurement of recovered fiber for their paper mills,” said Robin Wiener, president of ISRI. “In 2014,
ISRI issued a policy statement discouraging the use of one-bin collection systems due to anecdotal statements and
strong feelings from our member companies regarding the degradation in quality of recyclables recovered from such
systems, but it wasn’t until the completion of this survey that we finally gleaned hard data from paper mills about the
poor quality and contamination that they are actually experiencing, and the resulting impact on their purchasing and
sourcing decisions. It is clear from this study that in communities where mixed-waste processing systems are put in
place, the recycling of paper is significantly diminished, both in quality and quantity. “
Some as of highlights of the survey’s initial results are as follows:


82% of respondents purchase recovered fiber for between 1 to 6 mills, and 49% of respondents purchase
material in the range of more than 100,000 tons of recovered fiber per year, but less than 500,000 tons of
recovered fiber per year.



Of the respondents, 25% purchase “some” material from dirty MRFs, but these mills purchase less than 10% of
their required tonnage from mixed waste processing centers.



Of those that purchase recovered fiber from mixed waste processing centers, 70% find the quality to be
WORSE than most other recovered paper, and 90% of those mill buyers have had to DOWNGRADE or REJECT
the paper from the mixed waste processing centers, at a higher rate than recovered paper from “regular”
MRFs.



62%, or nearly 2/3 of those surveyed feel that ISRI specs should contain a statement as part of the paper
specifications that states: “paper recovered from one-bin programs, separated in mixed-waste processing
centers, is not fit for use in USA paper mills.”

• Of the 75% of respondents who do not purchase recovered fiber from mixed waste processing centers, the top
8 reasons given, for NOT purchasing it, were as follows:
1.) Contamination;
2.) Odor;
3.) Low Quality;
4.) Exhibit a higher level of prohibitives and Outthrows versus what is acceptable;
5.) Internal quality standards prevent purchasing;
6.) Too risky;
7.) Excessive moisture; and
8.) Quality will not meet the mills’ customers’ needs.
The survey was conducted confidentially via an online survey to North American paper mill buyers between January 11
and January 31, 2016. An independent, third-party research firm was utilized to conduct the survey. In order to achieve
a high response rate, the survey was limited to less than 10 critical questions. All major mill groups using recovered
paper in North America were invited to participate in the survey, both members, as well as non-members of ISRI.
To receive a full copy of the research report which will be released within the next few weeks, please email Mark
Carpenter (MarkCarpenter@isri.org).
###
About ISRI
The Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries, Inc. (ISRI) is the Voice of the Recycling Industry™. ISRI represents more than 1,600
companies in 21 chapters nationwide that process, broker and industrially consume scrap commodities, including metals, paper,
plastics, glass, rubber, electronics and textiles. With headquarters in Washington, DC, the Institute provides safety, education,
advocacy, and compliance training, and promotes public awareness of the vital role recycling plays in the U.S. economy, global
trade, the environment and sustainable development.

• IN 2014, ISRI ISSUED A POLICY STATEMENT DISCOURAGING THE
USE OF ONE-BIN COLLECTION SYSTEMS DUE TO STRONG
FEELINGS FROM OUR MEMBER COMPANIES REGARDING THE
DEGRADATION IN QUALITY OF RECYCLABLES RECOVERED FROM
SUCH SYSTEMS.

• FROM THIS SURVEY, ISRI HAS FINALLY GLEANED HARD DATA
FROM PAPER MILLS ABOUT THE POOR QUALITY AND
CONTAMINATION OF ONE-BIN COLLECTED RECYCLABLES AND
THE RESULTING IMPACT ON THEIR PURCHASING AND SOURCING
DECISIONS.

• IT IS NOW CLEAR THAT IN COMMUNITIES WHERE DIRTY MRFS
ARE PUT IN PLACE, THE RECYCLING OF PAPER IS SIGNIFICANTLY
DIMINISHED, BOTH IN QUALITY AND QUANTITY.

Major Findings of the Study
• 82% of respondents purchase recovered fiber for
between 1 to 6 mills, and 49% of respondents
purchase material in the range of more than
100,000 tons of recovered fiber per year, but less
than 500,000 tons of recovered fiber per year.

Major Findings of the Study
• Of the respondents, 25% purchase “some” material
from dirty MRFS, but these mills purchase less than
10% of their required tonnage from mixed waste
processing centers.

Major Findings of the Study
• Of those that purchase recovered fiber from mixed
waste processing centers, 70% find the quality to be
WORSE than most other recovered paper, and 90%
of those mill buyers have had to DOWNGRADE or
REJECT the paper from the mixed waste processing
centers, at a higher rate than recovered paper
from “regular” MRFs.

Major Findings of the Study
• 62%, or nearly 2/3 of those surveyed feel that ISRI
specs should contain a statement as part of the
paper specifications that states: “paper recovered
from one-bin programs, separated in mixed-waste
processing centers, is not fit for use in USA paper
mills.”

Major Findings of the Study

• Of the 75% of respondents who do not
purchase recovered fiber from mixed waste
processing centers, the top 8 reasons given,
for NOT purchasing it, were as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.

Contamination
Odor
Low Quality
Exhibit a higher level of prohibitives and outthrows versus
what is acceptable
Internal quality standard s prevent purchasing
Too risky
Excessive moisture, and
Quality will not meet the mills’ customers’ needs

The Scrap Industry Faces A Growing List
of Challenges Today, Including…

• Falling Commodity Prices
• Uneven U.S. Manufacturing Growth
• Weaker Overseas Growth & Scrap
Demand

Main Driver of Globalization: China
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From Bad to Worse: ISRI Index Lowest Since 2009

Comparison of 1-Year Scrap Price Performance

Oct-14

Oct-15 (p)

% CHG

342.5

152.5

-55%

275.57

210

-24%

72.9

51

-30%

103.33

100.83

-2%

53-54

25-28

-50%

Ferrous ($/gt)
Composite No. 1 HMS
Nonferrous (cents/lb.)
Refiners No. 2 copper
Old Cast and Sheet Aluminum
Recovered Paper ($/st)
OCC (11)
Plastic (cents/lb.)
HDPE Bottles Natural Bales
from Curbside, (FOB U.S.
East Coast)

Sources: Scrap Price Bulletin, AMM, Paper Stock Report, PetroChemWire.

Why Aren’t Scrap Market Conditions Better:
Domestic Trends
• Falling prices have contributed to
heightened competition for
available feedstock and
diminished supply.
• Uneven manufacturing growth.
• Excess domestic scrap
processing capacity.
• Margin compression.
• Logistical challenges across the
transportation front.
• Constantly shifting regulatory
landscape.

Why Aren’t Scrap Market Conditions Better:
Global Trends
•

Weaker overseas scrap demand
generally and from China in
particular as primary prices have
declined, Chinese generation
increases and growth slows.

•

Excess global production across
a range of commodity markets,
e.g. crude oil, iron ore, etc.

•

Stronger dollar and rising
commodity price volatility.

•

Transportation headaches.

•

Global deflationary pressure.

•

But scrap industry remains
resilient!

For the first nine months of 2015, heavier loadings of recovered paper
and fiber helped to keep the volume of scrap shipments to China in
positive territory, even as the value of total YTD U.S. scrap exports to
China fell 13% due to the sell-off in commodity prices.

Keys Going Forward
•

Hard to see short-term bullish scenario for commodities at present,
with continued impacts on scrap supply and demand expected

•

Need for cutbacks in excess global primary commodity capacity
and production in order to rebalance commodity markets

•

Continued industry consolidation/rationalization expected

•

Commodity prices are beyond the recycling industry’s control:
focus on operational efficiency and quality, new market
development and product diversification

•

Targeted investment

•

Cyclical, evolving industry

•

Longer term positive trends

•

Education and ISRI: Jason Project, Design for Recycling, etc.
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