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Research Findings:
Recovering Plastics From 
Kerbside Recycling

Annie Walker
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HDPE
High density 
polyethylene

PP
Polypropylene

PS & EPS
Polystyrene and 
Expanded 
polystyrene

Increasing 
recovery 



Collection

Councils need: 

• Data 
• Contamination
• Recycling 

campaigns
• Packaging designed 

for recyclability
• Buy back products 

made from 
kerbside 
recycling.

Sorting facilities need:

• Contamination
• No PVC, PS & EPS
• Recycling 

campaigns
• Packaging designed

for recyclability
• Shorter planning 

approval 
processes.

Sorting  Plastics recovery

Plastic recyclers and 
manufacturers need:

• Clean feedstock
• No PVC
• Prefer single polymer 

streams
• Consistent quality
• Price of recycled 

plastic
• Purchasing demand 

Needs 
analysis



Quality of the 
plastic 

Low value of 
recycled plastics

Contamination 
of recycled 
plastics

Availability of 
end markets

Limited end 
markets for 
coloured plastics

Current licensing 
and regulations

01 02 03

04 05 06

Barriers 



Post consumer HDPE stormwater pipes.
Source: The Green Pipe

Shade structures with recycled plastic. 
Source: Integrated Recycling

Car bumps made from recycled plastic. 
Source: Closed Loop

Hand sanitiser station. 
Source: Replas

Preferencing 
recycled plastic 
from Australian 
sourced 
feedstock

Opportunities



Supply chain 
collaboration

01 02 03 04
Trial 
aggregating 
collection of 
soft plastics
from council
drop off 
locations.

Trial aggregating 
collection of PS 
& EPS from 
council drop off 
locations.

Trial on 
kerbside PP for 
use in 
remanufacturing.

Recovering PP 
pot plant 
containers 
from council 
nurseries, milk 
& bread crates 
from the clean 
up stream.

Opportunities



01 02 03
Recycling campaigns State/national 

recycling campaigns
Incentives for 
packaging companies 
to design for 
recyclability.

Education and 
advocacy

Opportunities
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Recycled polypropylene:

• There is increasing demand for recycled polypropylene (PP) from some plastic 
manufacturers, and that there should be applications where even coloured PP from 
kerbside recycling could be used. 

• Discussion on how a lot of MRFs are not currently capable of separating PP as its often 
sorted into mixed plastic bales so some form of secondary processing /sorting is needed 
and someone needs to bear that cost. 

Coloured plastics:

• Whilst there are challenges with coloured plastics (can be streaky and hard to replicate 
exact copies and may have more limited end uses) it all comes down to the design and 
application needs of the recycled plastic product. 

Labelling and consumer education: 

• Different messages across Australia leads to confusion and poor recycling outcomes, we 
need consistent messaging nationwide.  

• Launch of national consumer education campaign in October that APCO, Planet ark and 
Horizon Communications will be running funded by the federal government. 

• Australasian Recycling Label (ARL) is used by currently 400 companies and hopefully that 
will increase. 

Panel Discussion Summary

The use of coloured materials is really 
dependant on the application. Our 
experience at Integrated Recycling is that 
charcoal is our most popular colour that 
permits use of coloured materials. Many 
of our applications are for landscaping 
and infrastructure and less for 
architectural uses.

I don’t think consumers necessarily 
understand the plastic code numbers.

But this is why it’s important to have 
better symbols and design for 
recyclability.

Even if the customers would understand 
the codes properly, each code in different 
products/packaging may have different 
recyclability features.

General Commentary 
(From the chat box): 

Education is a key once clear, tested 
and valid guidance is existing out 
there.



Panel Discussion Summary
Collection systems:

• Container Deposit Scheme (CDS) – cleaner streams has helped create some good supply 
chain agreements. 

• There are challenges with increasing source separation in kerbside recycling (creates 
cost for rate payers and the practicalities of housing extra bins), so drop off collections 
where it is feasible are practical. 

• If there are robust end markets it can offset the costs of additional source separation 
however, the markets for some recycled polymers are still developing.

• Discussion on whether CDS should be expanded beyond beverage containers to other 
types of recyclable packaging. CDS works well because there are clearly defined types of 
products that can be recycled, consumer awareness of the types of polymers that can 
be recycled may be a barrier to address if CDS was expanded. 

Reusable take back packaging:

• Woolworths is trialing a reusable packaging scheme called Loop, in some areas. Using 
higher quality packaging that can be washed and reused again and is part of the home 
delivery service. 

Would including aseptic containers in 
CDS create the necessary incentive for 
food businesses and consumers to 
separate them, and create a higher 
volume of clean containers for 
processors and remanufacturers to use 
as feedstock?

Interested in the cost trade off in 
reducing volume of commingled in a 
"premium recycling" configuration 
(higher collection costs per unit) versus 
the reduced contamination/residual at 
the MRF. Net win or loss?

CDS works, because of the incentive, 
but has the effect of changing 
behaviour, particularly children.

General Commentary:

Designing drop-off options for plastics 
is part of the nudge toward 
normalisation of new behaviours. The 
designed drop-off is the engagement 
and education. It will take a few years 
to normalise, and sort contamination -
but we can't wait for consumer 
education on plastics to land without 
linking to actions.

https://www.woolworths.com.au/shop/discover/sustainability/loop


Designing out waste:

• All products should be designed and manufactured so that at the point of 
disposal all of the raw material in the product can be recycled. 

• Packaging Recyclability Evaluation Portal (PREP) is an online platform 
organisations are able to use to verify if their packaging is or isn’t recyclable in 
Australia, need to see more designers and brand owners using it. 

• Need for further research on some of the composite materials to see if you can 
get the same performance with a simpler material. 

• Product Stewardship scheme for packaging sits under the National Environment 
Protection (Used Packaging Materials) Measure 2011; which is up for review 
soon. 

Panel Discussion Summary

A large issue is that a lot of brands use 
materials such as PVDC particularly in 
food packaging as it improves the 
appearance of the packaging through 
its gloss, transparency, print-adhesion, 
and scratch resistance. However, it is 
an environmental issue as it is 
generally burnt or sent to land fill.

General Commentary:

How about retailers stating what 
percentage of the products they sell 
are actually recycled? Would be nice 
and clear for consumers. 

I'd venture that most retailers don't 
know whether their products or 
packaging are recycled given the 
poor data on material flows beyond 
MRFs. Even councils struggle to get 
clear data on kerbside recycling 
streams. The Protection of the 
Environment Operations Act protects 
the confidentiality of MRF data for 
commercial reasons, which is a major 
gap in our system.

https://prep.org.au/main/content/home


Next Steps:

• All got to work together to find closed loop solutions for plastic packaging; it’s is 
not just a problem for resource recovery industry, but all levels of government, 
other sectors and consumers.

• Relationships between brand owners, packaging companies, manufacturers and 
the resource recovery sector need to be strengthened.

• Potential for recyclers and/or manufacturers to provide a service where they 
come in at the beginning of the supply chain and talk about the things that 
would limit end use. Particularly for higher valuable materials.

• Call for the NSW Government led China Sword working groups to be started 
again to deal with the major challenges facing the industry.

• Need for stronger federal policies /regulations to specify that finished goods are 
made with materials that are easily recyclable. Voluntary schemes may not 
create the level of change needed. Need a national system of what is recyclable 
at the kerbside.

• High potential for job creation in remanufacturing these materials.
• SSROC councils have already signed a commitment to prioritise recycled content 

in procurement and we are now undertaking the largest local government-led 
procurement of asphalt and concrete with recycled crushed glass in NSW 
history. We will be next focusing on opportunities for recycled plastic products.

Panel Discussion Summary

What do the panel think is the next 
action to make progress after this 
presentation? (especially in light of 
Justin’s comments about the nexus 
between packaging and brand 
owners) Is there a need for govt to re-
introduce the multi-sectoral working 
groups that were introduced post 
China Sword?

Aust Fin Review Tuesday this week 
had article about Sims Metal moving 
into plastic recycling space with new 
facility in Melbourne - where does 
this fit ? Will there be long haul of 
compacted plastics to Melbourne if 
no NSW facility is developed at the 
same time? Encouraging to see 
proven at scale recycler (Sims) 
moving into this space. Thoughts? 

General Commentary:



This project is a NSW Environment 
Protection Authority, Waste Less 

Recycle More initiative funded from 
the waste levy. 


