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About ISRI
ISRI is the Voice of the Recycling IndustryTM, promoting safe, economically sustainable and 

environmentally responsible recycling through networking, advocacy, and education.

21
Chapters

1,300+
Members

4,000+
Locations

35
Countries

Manufacturers, processors, brokers, 
industrial consumers of scrap commodities

Ferrous and nonferrous metals, paper, 
electronics, rubber, plastics, glass and textiles

$117B
Economic impact 

in US

3



Today’s U.S. Recycling Industry: A Snapshot 
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155,000 Direct Employment plus 378,000 jobs throughout the
economy indirectly supported by recycling 

130,000,000+ 
Tons processed annually

Iron/Steel 67.0 Copper 1.8 Plastics 3.5
Paper 47.2 Lead 1.2 Electronics 5.0
Aluminum 5.0 Zinc 0.12 Tire (#) 122
In millions of tons (or other unit shown)



US – Part of the Global Industry
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37 $17.9B
Total exported from U.S. 
(million metric tons)

Value of U.S. materials 
exported

155
Destination countries to which 
recyclables were sold

• The U.S. is the largest exporter of scrap commodities in the world 
• Global scrap exports: 160 million tons worth $70 billion
• Both Quantity and Quality are key to the Strength & Success of that Link in the Supply Chain (scrap 

sold according to globally recognized specifications)

• With approximately 30% of scrap processed in US destined for export in recent years, the health of the 
US recycling industry is directly tied to the health of the global economy.



U.S. Scrap Exports
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$17.9 billion
↑8.6% yoy



The Global Scrap Market
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800M

180M

*2016 Data

43M

Total Global CONSUMPTION of All Recyclables

Total Global TRADE of All Recyclables

China’s Total IMPORTS from the World
metric tons

metric tons

metric tons
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Why China is so Important to the Global Recycling 
Industry?
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Impact of China on the U.S. Recycling Industry

©2018 ISRI, Inc.

31% of all US scrap commodity exports – worth $5.6 billion – shipped to China in 2017.

• Recovered fiber: China is by far our most important market

• Plastics: China 67% of exports (although declining y-o-y)



World’s Largest Plastic Scrap Exporter: U.S.
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What is Happening in China?

China is facing a Severe Environmental Crisis
• 60% of groundwater unfit for human consumption … 19% of arable land contaminated 

with heavy metals … only 84 out of 338 prefecture-level or higher cities attained the 
national standard for air quality … 

• Rising social pressure: pollution related social incidents leading cause of social instability
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Result of many factors, including:
• Decades of putting economic growth above the environment
• Lack of enforcement of existing environmental laws  
• Lack of centralized control
• Staggering increase in urbanization 
• 100 million new cars on the road in the last decade



China’s Environmental Challenge

“The modernization that we pursue is one characterized by harmonious co-
existence between man and nature…We will launch initiatives to make the 
party and government offices do better when it comes to conservation, and 
develop eco-friendly families, schools, communities and transport services.”

Xi Jinping
19th Party Congress

October 18, 2017
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WATER

SOIL

AIR
Reduce carbon intensity 

40-45% below 2005 by 2020

Improve quality of >70% of seven 
key river basins and the amount 
of foul water in urban areas not to 
exceed 10% by 2020Make 90% of farmland safe, return 13k 

km2 of polluted land to forest and 
grassland, and self-sustainability in 

recycling by 2020

Source:  Ministry of Environmental Protection of the People’s Republic of China ©2018 ISRI, Inc.



Moves by China to “Control” Imports

2004: AQSIQ Export & Import Licensing Requirements Introduced

2016/7: Green Fence & National Sword initiated to focus on quality 

April 2017:  President Xi-led government reform taskforce approved expanding catalogue of prohibited solid 
waste materials allowed for import.

July 2017: 
• WTO Notification G/TBT/N/CHN/1211 (“the ban”)
• WTO Notification G/TBT/N/CHN/1211 (identification standard)
• Revised GB Standards Proposed (0.3% “carried waste” standard)
• “Implementation Plan to Enhance Solid Waste Import Management System by Prohibiting the Entry of 

Foreign Waste”

Jan 1. 2018: Ban on 24 categories of materials, including post-consumer plastics and mixed-paper

March 1, 2018: Carried Waste Standard went into effect



While Within China …  

July 2017: Country-wide inspection/enforcement actions
• Environmental inspections found 65% of 1,700+ enterprises non-compliant.
• Permits revoked, not issued or with smaller quotas; Smaller or lost orders
• Enterprises closing (e.g., lost customers)

Restrictions on quotas within import licenses  

March-Dec 2018: “Blue Sky” 2018
• General Administration of Customs focused on “combating smuggling “foreign garbage” in 

the forms such as false declaration and concealing as well as transporting by sea or land 
where there are no customs”



China’s Multi-Prong Strategy

Prohibit import of “solid waste with major environmental hazards & 
intense public reaction by the end of 2017”  
Mixed paper, post-consumer plastics

Halt imports that can be replaced with domestic resources by end of 2019
Rumors nonferrous metals next to be banned, especially insulated wire & motors

Raise thresholds for importation
0.5% “carried waste” threshold for most imports

“…comprehensively prohibiting entry of foreign waste, and perfecting the solid waste import 
management system…so as to vigorously develop a circular economy, truly improve 
environmental quality, and protect the safety of the national’s natural environment and the 
people’s health.” Reform and Implementation Plan to Enhance Solid 

Waste Import Management System 
July 27, 2017
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China’s Multi-Prong Strategy

Greater customs enforcement to reduce smuggling/illegal wastes
100% inspection

Refine laws, regulations & related systems
Reductions in import licenses and quotas

Increase domestic recycling
Strategic assets
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“…comprehensively prohibiting entry of foreign waste, and perfecting the solid waste import 
management system…so as to vigorously develop a circular economy, truly improve 
environmental quality, and protect the safety of the national’s natural environment and the 
people’s health.”

Reform and Implementation Plan to Enhance Solid 
Waste Import Management System 

July 27, 2017
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Main Misconceptions of China’s Policies

Retaliation against Trump Administration Policy 
No – the ban and imposition of strict standards is being imposed on all imports 
into China, irrespective of source. 

Using the catch phrase, “National Sword”
No – “National Sword” targets illegal imports of prohibited waste, which ISRI 
supports; import restrictions, including the ban and strict quality standards, are 
imposed on legitimate imports of scrap commodities, which concerns us in terms 
of global supply chains

Scrap is also a waste, as translated from Chinese
No – Scrap is Not Waste but a valuable commodity used in manufacturing to 
save energy and emissions that come with the use of virgin materials.

The ban/standards will reverse China’s pollution
Not quite – without access to high quality scrap materials, Chinese manufacturers 
will have to rely on the use of virgin materials, that require energy and emit GHGs 
in their production.
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Biggest Challenges

q Meeting strict quality standards
§ Unclear definition of “carried waste”

q Inspection inconsistencies
§ Pre-shipment vs Ports of Entry
§ One port vs another
§ One official vs another

q Market competition
§ China’s scrap eventually to compete in 

other markets
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MRF Stockpiling
Divert to landfill
Finding new markets



Looking Ahead – What’s next
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More environmental compliance 
inspections on Chinese enterprises

Low numbers of approved imports

Potential ban on additional paper, 
plastics and nonferrous metals



• Market growth opportunities in Southeast Asia (Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, 
Indonesia), India, Mexico, Canada and the Netherlands

• Demand growth in the United States
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Looking Forward



What Can/Should we do?
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Quality, Quality, Quality ….
Successful recycling is dependent upon Quality

Everyone along the recycling chain has a role:
• Manufacturers need to Design for Recycling™
• Municipalities need to educate the public about what can & cannot be 

recycled, and design collection systems so as to not mix wastes with 
recyclables

• Recyclers – including MRFs - need to continue to innovate, looking for ways to 
change processes and/or technology to increase yields of high quality 
recyclables

Most importantly, all of us - industry trade associations, governments, brand 
owners, industrial consumers and others – need to work together, to identify 

solutions to the ever changing stream of consumer products entering recycling, 
while also ensuring we meet the needs of the industrial consumer, at the end of 

the chain, to ensure a quality commodity product.  

www.isri.org/specs



The Conversation Continues…
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www.isri2018.org

Las Vegas



FOLLOW US

Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries, Inc.
rwiener@isri.org

@ISRI
isri.org
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