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Face Masks (and Other PPE): Still Not Recyclable 
 
Protecting ourselves from contracting SARS-CoV-2 infection has become Priority Number One for 
human beings in countries all across the globe in 2020.  The now-common sight of a discarded single-
use blue facemask, littered on the ground or the water, has become a frequent and painful reminder 
of the futility of managing this crisis from an environmental perspective.  
 
The reality is that plastic-based face masks and most other Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) are 
not getting recycled, and recycling technology in general for complex multi-material, multi-layer 
products and packaging is still lagging far behind production and use. Zero Waste advocates are 
attempting now to build better relationships with PPE designers, healthcare professionals and 
others, to advance better and less-wasteful options to personal protection.  
 
The NRC National Zero Waste Conference (virtual), scheduled for Dec. 1-3, began offering free 
advance webinars in September. A Finding Markets for Hard to Recycle Materials webinar is 
scheduled for November 19, 2020, and PPE will certainly be a hot topic. Experts specializing in various 
materials (plastics, other packaging, metals, glass, paper, organics) will be posted at virtual “tables” 
in the REMO platform, and participants will be able to collaborate and advance solutions. Solutions-
oriented persons may register for the conference here to participate: 
https://zwconference.org/registration/   
 
Modern, single-use surgical mask use began in the 1960s. Their adoption caused cloth facemasks, 
which had been used since the late 19th century, to completely fall out of use in hospitals and health 
care settings, even though cloth masks continued to be used in developing countries. Most 
disposable masks are two- or three-plys (layers) made from polymers, most commonly 
polypropylene, which is placed between non-woven fabric. The melt-blown material acts as the filter 
that stops microbes from entering or exiting the mask. Masks must allow breathability, but still offer 
liquid penetration resistance, air and water permeability and water repellency on the outer surface. 
Filtration and exposure are typically measured in bacterial and particulate filtration efficiency.  
 
Now that the initial rush to manage the pandemic in the early Spring has passed, and most have 
settled into ongoing vigilance, reusable PPE is a prime directive to protect both people and the 
planet.   
 
The #breakfreefromplastics organization website page, Let’s reuse to protect people and the planet! 
states, “If everyone wears a disposable mask for a year…we will have 3 trillion masks to dispose of,” 
and urges everyone to commit to simple steps to reuse, based on science—frequent hand-washing, 
physical distancing and choosing and using reusable cloth face masks. The site provides instructions 
to make them, and on how to wash them safely.  
 
The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) website How to Select, Wear and Clean Your 
Mask states that single-use surgical masks or respirators continue to be reserved for healthcare 
workers and first responders, and notes that any two-layer cloth mask, made of washable, 
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breathable fabric, will prevent a person who is sick from spreading the virus to others, by keeping 
respiratory droplets contained so they don’t reach other people. 
 
Zero Waste community members are now working to build alliances with organizations, businesses 
and individuals engaged in advancing environmentally preferred PPE, including those listed below.  
 

• Health Care Without Harm 
• Practice Greenhealth 

The Greenhealth Cost of Ownership Calculator helps hospitals and health systems 
make procurement decisions which factor in maintenance, use and disposal costs, 
which often reveal significant environmental and cost savings when choosing 
reusables. 

 
• USC faculty, students and alumni from the Southern California Institute of 

Architecture, UCLA Extension and design firm KAA Design, are creating 3-D printable face 
masks and face shields for the Keck Hospital of USC, which are reusable by simply 
swapping out the HEPA filter, and because they’re hard plastic and waterproof, can be 
wiped down and cleaned. 
 

• Los Angeles area prop maker Rob West is 3-D fabricating transparent, reusable face shields 
for front-line COVID medical workers at a new company, LA Face Shields. 
 

• Ohio company Battelle has created an FDA-approved N-95 mask sterilizing 
(decontamination) technology using mobile shipping containers lined with racks, so that 
regular, disposable N-95 masks can be sterilized with hydrogen peroxide and alcohol 
vapor, and then reused up to 20 times.  
 

• At Billings Clinic in Billings, MT has pioneered 3-D printed face masks which have inserts for 
medical-grade filters that can easily be changed out. The designs are available for free at 
makethemasks.com .  

 
• KW Plastics and the Troy University Center for Materials Manufacturing are studying 

recycling plastics from used PPE into new PPE.1 
 

• Hong Kong is giving every resident a CuMask+™, "made with small quantities of copper, 
capable of immobilizing bacteria, common viruses and other harmful substances." The 
mask is purportedly effective for 60 washes, and can be used continuously with a new 
filter. 

 
 
 

### 

 
1 University researches recycling realities for protective equipment, Jared Paben, Plastics Recycling Update, April 
2020.  
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