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Plastics Recycling Pathways in Oregon 

1. Private-sector reclaimers 

2. Deposit-Return System (bottle bill) 

3. Local government services 



Changes in Collection 



Exports 



Oregon Recycling Steering Committee 

• David Allaway and Abby Boudouris, Oregon DEQ (co-chairs) 
• Dylan de Thomas, The Recycling Partnership 

• Sarah Grimm, Lane County 

• Jason Hudson, Waste Connections 

• Nicole Janssen, Denton Plastics 

• Scott Keller, League of Oregon Cities (City of Beaverton) 
• Laura Leebrick, Rogue Disposal & Recycling 

• Kristan Mitchell, Oregon Refuse and Recycling Association 

• Jeff Murray, Environmental Fibers Inc. 
• Pam Peck, Metro 

• Amy Roth, Association of Oregon Recyclers 

• Timm Schimke, Association of Oregon Counties (Deschutes Co.) 
• Jay Simmons, NORPAC 

• Vinod Singh, Far West Recycling 

• Matt Stern, Waste Management 
• Bruce Walker, City of Portland 



Challenges: Public Confusion 



Confusion + Wishful Recycling = 
Contamination 



Challenges: Unfavorable Economics 

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/recycling/Pages/Plastics-Recovery.aspx 

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/recycling/Pages/Plastics-Recovery.aspx


2023 Economic Assessment 

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/recycling/Pages/Material-Lists.aspx 

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/recycling/Pages/Material-Lists.aspx


Challenges: Negative Impacts 



Plastics in “Clean” Paper Bales Exported to 
East Java, Indonesia for “Recycling” 

Photos: Megan Ponder 



Challenges: “Circularity” does mean what 
most people think it does 



Missing Conditions 

1. Recycling should be a means to achieve higher-order 
goals (conserving resources, reducing pollution) 

2. “Circular” solutions should focus on the quality of 
outcomes, not just tons recycled 

3. “Circularity” initiatives should enable, not disable, 
additional solutions (such as prevention and 
decarbonization) 



EPA Coffee Analysis 

Coffee 

Packaging 

(11.5 oz product) 

Recyclable 
postconsumer? 

Energy 
Consumption 
(MJ/11.5 oz.) 

CO2 eq 
Emissions 
(lbs/11.5 
oz) 

MSW Waste 
Generated 
(lbs./ 100,000 oz. 
of product) 

Steel can – yes 
Plastic lid – no 

4.21 0.33 1,305 

Plastic container – yes 
Plastic lid - no 

5.18 0.17 847 

Flexible pouch - no 

1.14 0.04 176 



Material Attributes and Life Cycle Impacts 

recycled contentbiobased content recyclable compostable 

cumulative energy demand 

freshwater consumption 

global warming potential 

ozone depletion 

human health 

aquatic toxicity 

eutrophication… 

[attributes] 

[impacts] 



Research Question 

How well (and when) do popular material attributes correlate 
with reduced environmental impacts? 

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/mm/production/Pages/Materials-Attributes.aspx 

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/mm/production/Pages/Materials-Attributes.aspx


Comparing Same-Material Packages with 
Higher vs. Lower Recycled Content 

Impact Ratios:      <0.75       >0.75 and <1.0       >1.0 and <1.25       > 1.25 



Comparing Different-Material Packages with 
Higher vs. Lower Recycled Content 

Impact Ratios:      <0.75       >0.75 and <1.0       >1.0 and <1.25       > 1.25 



Comparing Different Packages Based on 
Attribute of Recyclability 

Impact Ratios:      <0.75       >0.75 and <1.0       >1.0 and <1.25       > 1.25 



Comparing Different Packages Based on 
Attribute of Bio-Based Content 

Impact Ratios:      <0.75       >0.75 and <1.0       >1.0 and <1.25       > 1.25 

Same packaging materials (e.g., bio-PET vs. fossil 
PET) 

Different packaging materials (e.g., paper mailer vs. 
conventional plastic mailer) 



Comparing Different Packages Based on 
Attribute of Compostability 

Impact Ratios:      <0.75       >0.75 and <1.0       >1.0 and <1.25       > 1.25 



Comparing Food Serviceware Based on 
Attribute of Compostability 

Impact Ratios:      <0.75       >0.75 and <1.0       >1.0 and <1.25       > 1.25 



Statement from Oregon Composters 



Summary of Challenges 

1. Public confusion, which leads to . . . 
2. Increasing contamination, which contributes to . . . 
3. Unfavorable economics 

4. Negative impacts 

5. Confusion about what “Circularity” means 

6. Lack of supportive policy 



Oregon’s Plastic Pollution and Recycling 
Modernization Act (SB 582, 2021) 
• New regulatory obligations on 

local governments, 
commingled processors, and 
“producers” 

• “Shared responsibility” model 
• Most changes go into effect 

July 1, 2025 



Expected outcomes 
• Standardized acceptance lists 

• Greater and more consistent supply for 
reclaimers 

• Improved material quality 
– Reductions in in-bound contamination 

– Improved bale quality (post-sorting) 
• Responsible end markets 

– Compliant 
– Transparent (with regard to impacts) 
– Environmentally sound 

– Achieve adequate yields 



Case Study: Block Expanded Polystyrene 

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/recycling/Documents/PyrolysisResults071122.pdf 

https://www.oregon.gov/deq/recycling/Documents/PyrolysisResults071122.pdf


Block Expanded Polystyrene (continued) 

Key Findings 

1. Recycling can yield 
modest benefits 

2. Mechanical recycling is 
preferable to pyrolysis 

3. Important to reduce 
collection impacts 
(transport) 

Policy Outcomes (draft rules) 
1. Include on PRO Recycling 

Acceptance List 
2. Require extensive network of 

drop-off sites (convenience) 
3. Require mechanical recycling until 

chemical recycling is proven to be 
more beneficial 

4. Include performance standards to 
optimize climate benefits 



Expected outcomes (continued) 
• Cost internalization and reduced free-

ridership 

• Ecomodulation to drive design changes 
– Improved evaluation and disclosure of 

impacts 

• Restored public confidence 

• Additional (non-recycling) environmental 
benefits 



Thank you! 
david.allaway@deq.oregon.gov 

More information at: RecyclingAct.Oregon.gov 

https://RecyclingAct.Oregon.gov
mailto:david.allaway@deq.oregon.gov

