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n 1987, the Mobro barge carried six million pounds of New York

garbage. Its final destination was North Carolina, but the state turned

it away. The Mobro barge spent the next five months adrift—rejected

by six states and three foreign countries, The plight of the “Garbage

Barge” was covered by the mainstream media throughout the sum-
mer. This unprecedented attention to trash generated a heated national
debate about landfill capacity and recycling to reduce the municipal solid
waste (MSW) stream. This dialogue swiftly and permanently transformed
recycling in the U.S.

Between 1988 and 1992 alone, curbside recycling programs increased from
1,050 to 4,354. Today, 49 U.S. states ban at least one product from landfill
disposal, and twenty-seven states and the District of Columbia have at
least one mandatory recycling requirement. The U.S. recycling rate has
steadily increased from the Garbage Barge era; by 2017, the U.S. recycling
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rate reached 35.2 percent, with more than 94 million tons
diverted from landfill disposal (67 million tons recycled and
27 million tons composted).

The National Sword may be the most
significant catalyst to transform
recycling since the Garbage Barge
started its journey over 30 years ago.

The U.S. was becoming increasingly proficient at collect-
ing recyclables; however, our performance in domestically
remanufacturing these resources into valuable commodities
was less than stellar. China was the main destination for
U.S. recyclables for most of the early twenty-first century.
Multiple factors contributed to this, including:

* The growing need for metal, paper, and plastics in
China’s expanding manufacturing industry;

* Lax environmental regulations;
*  Cheaplabor; and,

» Inexpensive transportation of recyclable materials using
shipping containers to return to China empty.

By 2018, China was the top importer of U.S. fiber recycla-
bles, buying 2.73 million tons of U.S. corrugated cardboard
during the first half of 2018 and 1.4 million tons of all other
U.S.-sourced recovered fiber during the same time. The U.S.
became dependent on China to process fiber recyclables,
which contributed to the closure of 117 American fiber mills
and the elimination of 223,000 jobs since 2000.

Sending plastics to China also impeded the U.S. progression
of advanced plastic-recovery technologies, such as gasifica-
tion and pyrolysis. Products created by these technologies
can have a market value that exceeds the cost of collection
and processing. This was not always the case when selling
plastics to China, as this market could be highly volatile.
Even with unpredictable revenues, recycling companies
perceived China as an eternal end market for their plastics.
With China basically locking up the plastic supply chain,
advanced plastic recovery technologies in the U.S. could not
secure sufficient quantities of feedstock and, consequently,
could not demonstrate financial viability for commercial-
scale facilities.

Not only did China enthusiastically accept our recyclables,
but they also turned a blind eye to the large quantity of trash
(contamination) mixed in with the recyclables. This lenient
policy validated the U.S. preoccupation with collecting as
many recyclables as possible without really considering their
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quality, potential to become a valuable commodity, or the
carbon footprint created by using fossil fuels to transport
them halfway around the world. Some in the environmental
community began to question the net ecological impact of
transporting recyclables to developing countries for remanu-
facturing, especially with the limited environmental regula-
tions in these countries related to processing them into a
new product.

However, state and local governments typically base recy-
cling goals on the quantity of materials collected (rather
than if they actually become a marketable product). Local
recycling programs were only turning a small profit or barely
breaking even. Thus, no one wanted to “rock the boat.”

However, in 2018, China introduced the “National Sword”
that almost sunk the U.S. recycling boat for the short term.
The National Sword banned many scrap materials from
entering China and required other materials to meet an
extremely strict (low) contamination level of only 0.5%. In
perspective, contamination rates of U.S. recyclables before
processing (directly after they are collected) can reach 25%
or higher. Processing removes some contaminants, but

not typically down to 0.5%. After the National Sword, U.S.
recycling companies started looking for new markets in
other Southeast Asia countries. However, one by one, Viet-
nam, Thailand, Malaysia, and India also shut their doors by
introducing new restrictions on waste imports. So far, there
are few signs that any of these countries intend to relax their
standards on contamination levels again.

In the short term, there was no question that the National
Sword severely disrupted recycling in the U.S. The Chinese
market for recyclable commodities was more significant
than the following 15 markets combined, leaving the U.S.
with little in the way of backup to accept this commodity.
Thousands of tons of recyclables were landfilled rather than
becoming a new product. Some municipalities stopped col-
lecting recyclables (or specific items) altogether.

In the long term, the National Sword may be the most
significant catalyst to transform recycling since the Garbage
Barge started its journey over 30 years ago. In 2019, seven-
teen North American paper mills announced an increase in
their capacity to process recycled paper. Also, and somewhat
ironically, Chinese paper companies have begun investing
in North American mills because they could not import
enough fiber feedstock. Experts anticipate the domestic mar-
ket for fibers mills to improve for at least another three years.

Chemical companies have also begun investing in advanced
plastic recycling technologies, improving recycling systems.
In April 2021, Brightmark Energy announced the opening
of the first commercial-scale plastics-to-fuel plant in Ashley,
Indiana. Now, rather than using fossil fuels to ship plastics to
China, more than 100,000 tons of plastics from Indiana and
the surrounding region will become feedstock to produce
fuel and other intermediate products.



Cities are embracing the concept
of public-private partnerships with
their recycling processors as they
recognize the vital and interrelated
role of both the public and private
sectors in recovering recyclables.
Lastly, the U.S. is beginning to
drive manufacturing and end-use
markets domestically to stimulate
demand for recyclable materi-
als—materials for which we have
become so effective at collecting.

There is little doubt that through
leadership, innovation, and strate-
gic planning, cities will continue
to help lead the way on recycling
to achieve landfill diversion and
provide for a more environmental-
ly and financially sustainable solid
waste management system for the
next 30 years.
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Focus on Solid Waste will highlight APWA's best in
education and credentialing in March.

» Small Cities/Rural Communities Perspective On
Solid Waste Management Open Forum

> Effective Strategies for Solid Waste & Recycling
Collection Live CLL

> Principles of Solid Waste Management eCourse
» Solid Waste Management: New Director’s Guide

> Waste to Resource Technology Talking Top Tech
Recorded Webinar

b Certified Public Works Professional (CPWP)
Certifications

You won't want to miss this unique opportunity to get
top-notch education and resources in solid waste.

For more information visit www.apwa.net/focuson
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