
 

A LETTER ON THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF 
RECYCLING PROGRAMS: 
The Virginia Recycling Association is committed to advancing recycling and waste reduction through the 
advocacy of sustainable practices to benefit Virginia's environment, communities, and economy. On 
behalf of the VRA, we reaffirm our support for recycling systems that ensure consistent, effective access 
for communities throughout the Commonwealth. 

Recyclable materials are valuable commodities, and the goal of MRFs and the municipalities they serve is 
to supply high-quality paper, plastics, and metals to processors and mills. We emphasize the importance 
of keeping recyclables clean and dry—an approach that aligns with best practices already implemented in 
many regions. 

With advances in AI-enabled sorting technology, systems that combine all materials into a single cart are 
becoming more prevalent. While we are not opposed to single-cart systems that can consistently 
maintain the quality standards required by downstream processors, there remains a risk of increased 
contamination—an ongoing and costly challenge for the recycling industry when those standards are not 
met. 

The EPA estimates that more than 30% of the waste stream consists of paper. Some paper mills have 
clearly indicated that they cannot accept material collected through mixed-waste systems due to 
contamination concerns. When recyclables are not properly separated, valuable resources are more likely 
to be diverted to landfills, undermining both environmental and economic goals. 

Recycling markets largely determine how recyclable materials are collected, sorted, and processed, 
because end-market buyers set the quality standards for acceptable materials. The strength of these 
markets also influences the level of contamination that can be tolerated; when demand is high, 
processors may accept slightly more contamination, but weaker markets often require cleaner, better-
separated recyclables to remain economically viable. Mixed-waste processing and source-separated 
collection represent different approaches to recovering recyclable materials, each with distinct 
operational considerations. Mixing and shredding materials can affect the quality and marketability of 
recovered commodities, while source-separated systems can preserve material quality but require 
separation at the point of collection. Ultimately, recycling performance depends on the collection and 
processing system, available technology, contamination levels, and the specifications of available end 
markets. 

We support approaches and technologies that can be successfully implemented across all regions of 
Virginia, ensuring accessibility, consistency, and long-term sustainability. The Virginia Recycling 



 
Association remains committed to educating residents on proper recycling practices and promoting 
systems that minimize contamination and maximize resource recovery. 

We look forward to continued collaboration with communities across the Commonwealth to advance a 
more sustainable future for current and future generations by creating and strengthening resilient recycling 
markets and supporting collection systems that produce clean, high-quality recyclable materials. Strong 
and stable end markets are critical to the long-term success of recycling programs, helping ensure that 
materials are effectively processed, reused, and returned to the economy as valuable resources. 

 

 

 


