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Recently we spoke to a Midwest recycling processor and longtime NRC-member with 
decades of experience. Although our source must remain anonymous due to proprietary 
concerns, the information they have shared is consequently uncontaminated (pun 
intended).  Let’s call the company: WeSort, Inc. for the purposes of the article.  We 
asked for WeSort, Inc.’s perspective on today’s recycling markets still struggling with 
Chinese trade restrictions, lower commodity values, and COVID-19 pandemic shifts.  
Recognizing the importance that local, regional and global markets play in the success 
of any business, but few more than the movement of recyclables, it is crucial that we 
understand the current plight of recycling companies.  
  
“Movement is key, it is the most important issue for any MRF. Without valuable and 
sustainable markets, there is no recycling.” said a WeSort, Inc. representative.  
  
The good news is the infrastructure has improved over the past 30 years and most 
recently, even in the world of Covid-19, recycling was named an essential service in 
many states, with manufacturers demanding that the recycling supply chain remain 
intact. Of course, the revenue for recovered materials plays a significant role in the 
success of a processor. WeSort explored how that looks today verses last year for 
many the primary curbside commodities:   
 
Plastics: While the prices for oil and natural gas affect the price of virgin plastic and 
other materials, recycled plastics and other materials each have their own supply and 
demand curve.  “For example, Natural HDPE is 27 cents more than one year ago, while 
Color HDPE is 7 cents less than a year ago, and PET is 6 cents lower.”  Today, MRFs 
typically may have to pay to market “Mixed Plastic” bales (#3 through #7, excluding #6), 
while a year ago it typically could market these materials at zero cost or receive positive 
value between 0 and 1 cent per lb. There is recent emphasis on extracting 
polypropylene (PPE #5) from the mix to get more value; however, this could make it 
difficult to move the other plastics that may have even lower value without 
PPE.  Markets for these types of plastics need serious attention. Consumer demand 
that these materials include recycled content and manufacturer sustainability policies 
can help tremendously to address this issue. However, market values or price supports 
will need to be substantially higher for plastics #3, #4, and #7 if they are to be continued 
in curbside collection. 
  
Metals: Aluminum, the traditional high value leader, is worth 15-cents less per lb than it 
was a year ago, and now also is less valuable than HDPE-Natural. Mixed aluminum, 
such as bakeware and foil, is worth even less. 
  



Steel cans, for the most part marketed throughout North America, are $40 less per ton 
compared to this time last year. 
  
Glass is a large fraction of curbside recycling by weight, taken in many communities in 
Illinois and Wisconsin; however, if the glass is not further processed to remove 
contaminants, the glass market may charge for contaminated glass up to $35 per ton. 
  
Fiber markets are also mixed, with China still not accepting mixed paper bales, while 
domestic markets have increased their demand for this material: pricing is $20 or more 
per ton than it was last year.  A recent surge in consumer packaging drove up the 
market price of recycled cardboard past an average price of $65 per ton; however, 
pricing has since dropped backed as supply and demand came closer to 
balance.  Years ago, there was value in post-consumer newspaper bales but today, 
they are less common. 
  
Recycling does not exist in a vacuum; what is not recycled must be landfilled and there 
is a significant cost associated with that as well.  However, in tough times communities 
make that superficial comparison, looking for a short term “solution” to the higher 
processing costs they are facing.  Meanwhile, the MRF or processor is squeezed by 
both the manufacturing side and the customer side to keep these costs as low as 
possible.  WeSort, Inc. says that in order to make recycling more valuable for everyone 
compared with trash disposal, we need to seriously address higher market values and 
better education about how recycling works, especially buying recycled content 
products. Higher market values are achieved when companies and organization use 
more recyclable and recoverable materials.  Better education is achieved by having 
society understand the environmental benefits of recycling and buying recycled, and 
providing clear communication as to what ‘does’ or ‘does not’ go in the recycling bin.   
 


