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New Jersey & Cape May County Solid Waste  

• In 2016, New Jersey generated 9.7 million tons of  municipal solid waste

• 4.26 million tons recycled

• 5.4 million tons disposed

• In 2018, Cape May County generated 90,047 tons of  municipal solid waste

• 28,604 tons of  single stream recycling

Source: NJDEP



Recyclables are the largest 
U.S. export item by volume

Recyclables: 1,100,200 TEU

Agricultural Goods: 630,400 TEU

TEU: twenty-foot equivalent (cargo capacity of  
container ships and container terminals)

Source: JOC.com



Lead-up to China’s National Sword 2017

• In the 1980’s, a significant percentage of  U.S. recycling end-market 

infrastructure closed due to China becoming major player in the industry

• U.S. became largely dependent on China as the recycling end-market

• China accepted and paid for recyclable regardless of  quality



China’s National Sword 2017 

• Leading producer and consumer of  basic materials (metals, paper, plastic)

• Influx of  secondary raw materials

• February 2017 announcement to World Trade Organization

• State-dominated media portrayed China as being the world’s dumping ground 
(mixed paper and plastic scrap “foreign garbage”); Governmental agencies 
campaign to increase domestic recovery industry 

• Heightened inspections at ports of  entry

• Increased scrutiny toward bales of  low quality plastics and paper with high moisture content



China’s National Sword 2017 

• July 2017

• Ban of  recovered mixed paper

• Ban of  recycled plastics (#1 & #2) 

• Ban of  PVC (#3)

• Ban of  Polystyrene (#6)

• Contamination limit of  0.5% for recovered paper and plastic grades not already subject 
to outright ban

• U.S. MRF average is approximately 23%



China’s National Sword 2017 

Impact on Commodity Paths

• Commodity market prices drop

• Average ton price of  mixed paper $75 to $5 after 0.5% contamination limit

• Other markets explored – not large enough to make-up loss of  China market 

• India

• Indonesia

• Vietnam



Recycling at a Crossroad

• Changing waste streams continues to stress Municipal Recycling Facilities and poses 
recycling challenges

• Complex, lighter stream

• Newsprint: 18 Million tons in 2000 to 2 Million tons in 2015; Lighter-weight packaging: In 2000, 1 
ton = 48,000 plastic bottles; In 2015, 1 ton = 92,000 plastic bottles

• E-Commerce 

• Small corrugated packages

• Market share pressure, less plastic, not recyclable

• Recycling industry created myth that recycling is free

• End-market revenues covered costs of  processing



Recycling at a 

Crossroad

“Wishful Recycling”  

Adds to economic and 

environmental costs, with no 

benefits and less recycling



Contamination

the wrong materials in the 

recycling stream; the right 

materials prepared the wrong 

way



Recycling at a Crossroad

• Recyclables do not create an economic or environmental benefit until they 

are sold as commodities and manufactured into products



Sustainable Materials Management

• “The use and reuse of  materials in the most productive and sustainable way 
across their entire life cycle.” – U.S. E.P.A.

• Sustainable Materials Management examines social, environmental, and 
economic factors.

• “Waste Management – along with many other companies, cities, states and 
even academic institutions – has turned to goals based on environmental 
attributes, most notably reductions in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
through a life cycle approach to assessing recycling.” – Waste Management 
2018 Sustainability Report 



Source: Waste Management



Waste Management’s 

Life Cycle Analysis

Waste Management data indicates focused 

efforts should be on recycling cardboard and 

paper first, then metal, PET and HDPE 

bottles to maximize the environmental 

benefits of  the materials managed. – Waste 

Management 2018 Sustainability Report

Source: Waste Management



Public Education

• A lot of  items are recyclable – just not in recycling container

• Plastic bags, textiles and yard waste

• Update/redefine and increase message/education

• Back to basics

• Bottles, jugs, jars and containers (without lids)

• Empty. Clean. Dry.

• Keep all recyclables free of  food and liquid

• Keep it loose

• Never put recyclables in containers or plastic bags

• Helps reduce contamination



Recycling: Simple as 1-2-3

Source: Republic Services











Takeaways

• China proposing full ban on all recovered materials by 2020

• Development of  domestic markets or new technologies?

• Paper (pulping recovered fiber in U.S. and shipping pulp to 

mills in China)

• Sustainable Materials Management/Life Cycle thinking 

progression?



Takeaways

• Recycling industry and its markets continue to react/evolve

• Recycling center contractors insulating themselves from volatile end-markets 

• Exploring shared opportunities

• Link Municipal websites to the CMCMUA website for recycling information

• Municipal involvement with Sustainable Jersey 

• Recycling education to reduce contamination

• Back to basics – bottles, jugs, jars, and containers

• Recycle the right things, correctly!


