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Focus on Plastics: Notes
                                                                                                                                                    Summary of Plastics Findings from Southwest Workgroup


  
Discussion:
· Update from SP: MRF film now about $8/ton (down from $60).
· Due to Green Fence, inspectors are also smelling the loaded containers, so if materials inside are very moist or food contaminated, could be rejected. Voyage is 4-6 weeks.  Containers going over to China are ~$500. Coming back rejected at ~$2500 per container.
· MRF film only goes export.
· Request by group to attach market presentation by Patty Moore regarding Green Fence.
Commodity Questions – Plastics 
For Governments and Collectors
(Note: Questions that pertain to outreach specifics will get addressed in the next project objective)
· What specific materials are included? All programs accept plastic bottles; a few communities in Whatcom do not accept tubs; most programs accept cups; about half include plant pots; no lids or deli trays accepted in Snohomish, or in half of King and Whatcom; bagged bags accepted in half of King; buckets accepted in just a handful of communities in King & Snoho; take-out containers accepted in Skagit and part of King; film included in part of King; only Seattle accepts bubble wrap; large rigid plastics and PVC pipe accepted in 2 communities in King; and bakery/produce clamshells allowed in most of Skagit and in half of King.
· Collected the same as other materials? Bag the bags if included. Styro on the side for Des Moines (call to schedule pickup - CleanScapes)
· Problems in collection? For styro, big enough clear bag and wind. 
· Have you measured the percent, by weight, of the material in the cart?   See King and other study.  1.6% of 12% contaminants is plastic – ask Bill Reed.  Bill: 83.9% of plastics collected are recyclable (i.e. on the Yes list) and 16.1% are non-program/non-conforming – equates to 1 out of every 6 pounds of plastic collected is non-conforming. Meeting attendee:  The percentage of non-conforming plastics exceeds the percentage of non-conforming paper in KC study. It is the largest contaminant.
· What methods have you used to track contamination of this material, or by this material? How often?  Cart studies – Kitsap, Auburn, pilots by Republic at the curb for behavior study in King, cart checks by Republic in Snoho, behavior study by WM in King and Snoho.

Discussion:
· Caps on or off?  No consistency.  Southwest messages as lids off because it a small material overall and really hard to message given the variety of closures.  Kirkland decided to keep them on because WM said it was better than loose (in the MRF), but they have gotten a lot of questions from the public.
· What are we collecting and why are we collecting it?  Is the goal to recycle more, or to make it easy to recycle the right stuff?  Internally, we’re (WM) spending a lot of thought and energy about quality.  Starts with the customer, but at some point people are going to get fed up with the details (i.e. lid nuances).
· Curb checks are important for accountability. No other way to tell if folks are doing it right.
For Processors
· Percent of total incoming? SP same as Southwest; WM: Varies by stream  
· Quality of incoming?  SP same as Southwest
· How do you process? Hand-picking and optical sorters for 2 grades (PET & HDPE); air systems for bags; One MRF – Pre-Green Fence Sorts: PET, natural HDPE, colored HDPE and everything else.  Changed to sort out 5’s from 3-7’s to market 5’s. Has substantially increased processing costs, but need to minimize waste (3-7) since market dried up. WM: Similar comments.
· Problems in processing? Plastics that move through as paper; What happens to full, closed bags – clear and black?  Pull off line and peek in when time. Don’t want to rip it open over moving belt. WM: Bags, small pieces, and flat [plastic] are all challenges for the MRF.
· Impact of processing efficiency?  How big of an issue is food contamination?  Long, flexible plastics (hoses, xmas light strings), sharps, and bags are biggest issue for one MRF.  What are your top 3 issues for contamination for plastics? Non-program plastics, all bagged materials, food. WM: Low value, non-bottle plastic is a cross-contamination problem. 
· Areas that could be improved from MRF perspective? Attached screw caps – true? no bags; one MRF – lids off is preferred. Snap off lids come off and slip into paper – contaminate. Also, screw caps: if enough of them are included in a bale when compacted, can cause the wires to pop off = safety hazard. Caps on can be a concern with moisture as well. WM: Ok to leave caps on.
· Percent of residual? WM: Do not know 
· Does it cross contaminate other materials? Paper (SP & WM)
· Where are the markets? No response
· Rate the markets:  Strong, medium or weak for local and export. WM: Ok for HDPE & PET, poor for all others. Weak.
· Value of commodity – low, medium or high? WM: High value low volume 
·  % of Revenue? WM: Do not know 
· What methods have you used to track contamination of this material, or by this material? How often?  WM: Bale audits and market feedback 

Discussion:
· Trend of packaging industry to replace rigid plastics with flexible multi-material packaging that is not recyclable in the current system.  A lot of them have a laminate or aluminum – varies greatly.  Resin types are not consistent so optics can’t sort them.  Look and act like paper – contaminate.  
· If governments are saying throw it [flexible packaging] away, then that may cause pause for the producers.  They then might be willing to invest in MRF tech. 
· National groups like Ameripen, PACNEXT, APR are who the packaging industry looks to to determine if a material can be recycled.  As we know, what is accepted for recycling and what is recyclable can be different. PVC was shown as collected in communities; therefore, it is a good choice because it’s ‘recyclable’ – according to these groups.
· If MRFs had to demonstrate that the materials were actually recycled, that would provide a hammer that doesn’t exist now.  
· Agilyx (now owned by WM – WM Plastics Recovery) really wants the MRF film, but not PET.  5’s yes (PP). No PVC. WM MRF’s are supplying plenty right now so not sourcing from other MRFs.  Not considered recycling, so can’t use curb material because does not meet contract requirements.




· What’s happening to 3-7’s?  Mixed bales can’t go to China right now.  No food containers allowed either.  Being baled now and stockpiling – awaiting word on Green Fence in Oct or Nov.  Trials to rerun mix and try to sort 3-7 haven’t produced a viable product (did show great capture of 1-2’s). Selling 5’s.  Not enough volume right now to worry too much about – trying to minimize how much is being stockpiled (stuff that doesn’t have markets).
· Suggestion to get a clear data set of what sorting/processing equipment is present in NW MRFs. Are the state-of-the-art systems that Patty Moore mentions present already or do changes need to happen at MRF level and not curb? Need to have more transparency as times change in order to continue to collect and market materials. Seattle may have more via their contract than others (Dick?). 
· Optics for 3-7 exists, but $750,000 equipment doesn’t really provide ROI given the low volume and value of stream.
· Ideally, plastics industry to work with MRFs to help them invest in the right equip to provide the right materials to the industry, etc. (Carton Council mentioned)
· Film market doesn’t want dirty/dusty film.
· Aseptic cartons are counted as fiber not plastics
· Can local MRFs consider Patty’s recommendations on improvements?  Starting to see PRFs (Plastic Recovery Facilities), but major costs involved and not seeing many yet. PRFs would sort the mixed bales.



Next Steps
· No July Meeting.  Next meeting – August 15th  10:30-2:00, King St Center
· Focus will be on end-users for all materials previously discussed – Fiber, metals, glass and plastics
· Odd and Ends materials will be discussed in September (only if folks who are accepting and processing odds and ends are able to attend)
· A workplan is forthcoming
Pages from markets - wsra conference 2013.pdf
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What is included?  How much is in the cart (by weight)?  


Issues:  Customer confusion, and more space 
in cart for non-program plastics. Problem 
occurs at collection and impacts processing. 


Collection 


Yes: 


PET bottles, natural HDPE 
jugs, and colored HDPE 
bottles and jugs 


Maybe (some programs 
accept): 


Plastic bags, buckets, dairy 
tubs and cups, pill bottles, 
nursery pots 


No: 


Expanded polystyrene, film, 
chip bags, frozen food bags, 
lids, caps, toys, HazWaste 
containers, trays or clamshells 


7% 


Plastic  


Aluminum 


Mixed paper 


Steel 


Cardboard 


Newspaper 


Glass 


Garbage 







Processing 
 Quality of incoming: Poor to good 
 Key Problems: Film and non-program plastics 
 Not recovered: Lids and small bottles (i.e. pill) 
 % of Revenue: 14%  


Areas of Improvement: 
o Use container descriptions, not numbers in outreach 
o If it’s crinkly, stretchy or smaller than a fist – throw it out 
o Do not flatten – cross contaminates with paper 
o Rinsing is not a big issue– though could be due to frequent messaging  
o Recommend at-curb checks for non-program materials 
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Film: Even though it is a small percentage of incoming material by weight (.2% - approximately a bale a day), plastic film causes significant problems for processors.  They can usually remove 30-40%, but the rest cause problems. Its costs $700-$1000 a ton to remove; $50-60 a ton to sell the recovered film, 20-30% of labor spent dealing with film.
 
Non-program plastics: Lots of blister-pack packaging. Crinkly plastics are the worst.  Due to the high volume and associated high cost of disposal, SP staffed six people on their residual line to pull out plastics.  Smashed metal cans that get missed after the eddy current and end up on the residual line are actually paying for the plastic sorters on the residual line—not the revenue from the plastics recovered.  



Not recovered: Lids and small bottles.
Lids either end up with fines and disposed, or baled with fiber due to shape/size. Bottles smaller than a fist aren’t recovered due to size. They either end up with fines or residuals and are disposed of either way.  












Markets 
 Domestic/Local : Merlin Plastics, British Columbia; KW 


Plastics, Bakersfield, CA and Troy AL; Mohawk 
Industries, Calhoun, GA 


 
 Export: China 


o Plastics have a strong export market. You can sell 99% of 
plastics. It’s a high value commodity, but there are high 
labor costs to get it to the ‘bale-quality’ point. The more you 
sort it, the easier you can sell it. 
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Bottles/Jugs:
PET & HDPE are the strongest domestic markets.  Mohawk and KW Plastics are domestic manufacturers that source from Asia because the export market is out-competing the domestic market and buying up the domestic supply—particularly true for HDPE. There is a significant concern about the sustainability of the domestic end-users. 
Domestic HDPE end-users struggle with China taking over the market because China pays more.  Obtaining enough supply is very difficult for domestic end-users.
PET sheet vs. flake. Vertically integrating for processors to turn flake into sheet rather than shipping flake for export.  Sheet has higher markets.
Transportation myths (It’s cheaper to ship to China than transport it nationally) are really due to cheaper processing costs and a stronger economy in China right now.
Non-bottle Rigids (also called Mixed Rigids - includes buckets, plant pots, dairy tubs, etc.):  
Domestic and export markets.  High value material for the bulk since it is heavy and easier to sort.  
Everything-Else-Bale (sometimes mixed with Mixed Rigids – includes plastic toys, clear plastic packaging (blister packs), trays, etc.): 
No domestic market—15% is probably disposed overseas. 
Film (includes pallet shrink wrap, bags, etc.):  
‘MRF film’ (plastic bags collected and processed with curbside materials) is very dirty and relies solely on the export market. 










 
 
Shannon McClelland 
Waste 2 Resources Program 
Shannon.McClelland@ecy.wa.gov 
360.407.6398 
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