
Contamination Costs Virginia Residents  
and Businesses, Harms Recycling Systems  

The cost of doing nothing is market fluctuation, an unsustainable system, and 
everyone pays more. 

What are contaminants? 

Materials placed into recycling bins that are either too dirty or are just not 
accepted in the program. The most common recycling contaminants are 
plastic bags, food, liquids and foam containers. 

The Issue 

Recycling has made the news for the wrong reasons: importers have stopped taking materials and recycling  
material values have lessened. Recent recycling end-market trends are shining a spotlight on the economics of 
recycling. Over the past 15 years the U.S. has exported between 30 to 40 percent of materials collected in  
recycling programs to overseas markets.   

Recycling is a business, and recyclables are bought and sold in worldwide markets for use as raw materials in 
manufacturing.  For more than a decade, the U.S. has relied on foreign export markets which has delayed recy-
cling plant operators from addressing the issue of contamination. Recent waste import restrictions imposed by Chi-
na and other countries have affected post-consumer plastic waste (especially #3 through #7 plastic containers), 
raised the quality standards for cardboard and 
sorted paper, and banned certain recyclables in-
cluding “junk mail,” cereal and tissue boxes, maga-
zines/catalogs, office paper, and egg cartons.  

As contamination increases, so does the cost of 
processing recyclables as it requires recycling fa-
cilities to run at lower rates of speed and use more 
staff to remove contaminants. In addition, proces-
sors and recycling programs must pay more to 
dispose of contaminated materials, resulting in lost 
revenue. There is also an impact to landfills, some 
of which are seeing increases in amount of resi-
due received for disposal from recycling facilities.  
Why? Contamination, and packaging materials 
that have no mechanism for reuse or recovery that 
are being placed in the recycling stream.  Termed 
“wishful recycling,” these materials are causing real 
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Relevance to Northern Virginia 

Northern Virginia continues to grow, creating capacity and 
transportation pressures on regional waste infrastructure. 
Development pressures limit industrial land use. 
Regionally, local governments prioritize diversion and 
movement to zero waste to maintain existing 
infrastructure.  

Understanding what happens to recyclables after they are 
placed in the blue cart is important and there are 
challenges and opportunities to weather changes in the 
marketplace and to create a sustainable recycling system 
in Virginia. Rather relying on volatile international markets, 
there are opportunities and models for sustainable 
materials recovery to create jobs, reduce costs, and 
increase the resiliency of our regions waste management 
infrastructure.  

Recycled materials have value, but need to be sustainably 
designed, produced and integrated into an infrastructure to 
ensure minimal waste and maximum opportunities for 
reuse. There are successful approaches that Virginia 
could pursue, but localities first need stronger leadership 
and policies at the state level.  These include banning 
disposal of harmful items and requiring percentages of 
recovered materials in purchases. For example, by 
recalibrating the recycling ton with less contamination, 
could significantly reduce the amount charged per ton for 
recyclables delivered to the materials recovery facility. 

Sanitary Paper, Food Waste 
Do Not Belong in the 
Recycling Cart 
Paper towels and napkins, whether clean or 
dirty, are typically made from recycled paper 
that has already been recovered several 
times, making the fibers too short to be used 
again in the recycling process. Additionally, 
dirty, greasy or food-soaked paper can ruin 
other clean recyclables. Make sure food and 
beverage containers are empty and free from 
food and other residue before you place 
them into recycling. 

Plastic Bags Do Not Belong 
in the Recycling Cart 
Bags and films wrap around the large 
rotating gears in the recycling sorting 
machinery and can force materials recovery 
facilities to shut down for hours to remove 
them.  Items should be loose in the cart. 

Plastic bags and films can be recycled but 
they must be separated from other 
recyclables. Take them to collection points at 
the grocery store. When shopping, use 
reusable bags and if you forget: ask for 
paper, ask them for paper bags.  

References: Arlington County, The Economics of Recycling Right in Arlington County, September 2018, 
https://recycling.arlingtonva.us/economics-of-recycling-right-in-arlington/ 

Recyclables Market Prices: August 2018  

Material Value Per Ton 

Aluminum Cans $1,520 

Steel Cans $40 

Mixed Plastics #1 and #2’s  
(no plastic bags or Styrofoam) 

$486 

Corrugated Cardboard $75 

Newspaper $25 

Mixed Paper $2 

Mixed Glass -$12.50 

Source:  RecyclingMarkets.net, New York Market Region prices, August 2018  
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