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AOTEAROA NEW ZEALAND Real Recycling
RECYCLED CONTENT
REPLACES VIRGIN RESOURCES
We realise the value of investing in 
collections and processing when recycled 
content replaces virgin materials and energy 
in new products. For this to happen, 
re-processors need high quality feedstock.

We live in a finite world. Resources are 
limited. Prices are rising fast for the metals 
and rare earth elements required by our new 
technologies. Product lifespans are short. A 
few minutes for disposable coffee cups. A 
day for newspapers. A week for milk bottles. 
A year for cell phones. Four years for LCD 
TV’s.

Our well-being depends on us transforming 
our relationship with material and energy 
flows. Only absolute reduction in through-put 
will keep us back from the brink. Relative 

efficiency per unit of output won’t save us. 
Sadly, light-weighting’s not the answer. 

Householders, businesses, councils and 
government invest in recycling because they 
hope recovery systems will deliver cleaner, 
greener lives, brand value and well-being. 
The myth does not always match the reality. 
Those who have fought their way through the 
hype often come away disillusioned with the 
outcomes. The commerce commission has 
started investigating companies who make 
false or misleading environmental claims. 

Real recycling maximises the benefits of the 
system for everyone involved, from the 
householder to the re-processor. But the 
recycling systems we are buying don’t 
always give us optimal outcomes. 

The quality of material collected and sorted 
for sale is flagged as a global problem. 
Markets for recyclables are volatile. Demand 

and prices drop sharply in an economic 
downturn. Poor quality materials are the first 
to suffer. 

Why Mix it up in the first place?

Commingling, once thought to be an 
‘efficient’ collection method, results in lower 
material quality.  It seems cheap collections 
export cost and risk across time and space. 
Evidence shows 10% of the material 
collected is contamination, with a further 
10% of recycling cross-contaminating other 
recycling streams.

Scotland has developed a ‘Recyclate Quality 
Action Plan” and is proposing regular quality 
testing for MRF output, with licences to 
operate given to those that meet the 
standards. By 2015 commingled collections 
will be required to match the quality 
outcomes of source separated recycling 
systems.
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Quality feedstock
Recycling makes sense when the materials collected 
become high quality feedstock for re-processors. The 
value of recovery lies in substituting recycled content 
for virgin material and energy in new products. Across 
New Zealand ‘commingled’ wheelie bin recycling 
collections are replacing source separated systems. 
US and UK evidence shows commingling uses more 
energy, results in higher contamination and 
cross-contamination rates, exposes businesses and 
councils to risk and often maintains the status quo 
rather than driving behaviour change.

Challenge: We are treating recycling as rubbish. 
Collection systems are degrading materials. We are 
missing the opportunity to recover valuable and 
scarce resources. We depend on cheap energy.

Solution: Minimum standards for household and 
business recycling. Focus procurement on outcomes 
rather than throughput. Set clear targets for diversion. 
Deliver clean, quality product.

Whole system approach
Real recycling requires a whole system approach. All 
the players across the supply and recovery chain 
need to co-operate to ensure materials end up in the 
right place, in good condition. Product innovation can 
outrun development of recovery infrastructure. For 
example the emergence of bio-plastics has created 
challenges for consumers, businesses, recyclers and 
local authorities as they are not an easy fit with current 
recycling systems. 

Challenge: Recovery infrastructure doesn’t 
necessarily exist for new products coming into the 
market. Supply chain players may not always have 
the information they need to justify their claims. New 
products coming onto the market can impose a high 
cost on existing systems and organisations. 

Solution: Internalisation of costs imposed by new 
products by the firms that benefit from their sale. Clear 
lines of communication across the supply and 
recovery chain so claims being made are accurate. 
New products need to be tested against an 
internationally recognised standard for verification.

The perils of ‘Greenwash’
Green wash claims confuse consumers and damage 
brands. Backlash is likely to affect companies that 
cannot verify the environmental claims they make 
about their products. People from all phases of the 
supply and recovery chain need better information to 
enable them to choose wisely.

Challenge: Green wash claims confuse consumers 
and damage brands. Backlash is likely to affect 
companies that cannot verify the environmental 
claims they make about their products. People from all 
phases of the supply and recovery chain need better 
information to enable them to choose wisely.

Solution: Minimum standards for commercial and 
household recycling so we can benchmark claims 
being made about recyclability and compostability. 
Clear, accurate labelling. Open communication lines 
across the supply and recovery chain so relevant, 
information is used in decision making about design, 
procurement, consumption and resource recovery. 

Closing the loop
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