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History of Plastics Recycling in 
New Jersey

Steve Rinaldi, NJDEP
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I am going to…

• Review
 Solid Waste & Recycling History in New Jersey

• Frame  
 The Complex Nature of Plastics

• Describe 
 What we Know About Plastics in New Jersey

• Discuss 
 Challenges Ahead of Us– Problems To Overcome

• Present 
 Command & Control v. Advocacy Options

• Brainstorm 
 What Technology Can Bring to the Table  

• Forecast  
 Darkening Skies on the International Horizon! 
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A Brief History of Plastics 

• 1862 – 1st Man-Made Plastic Created by Alexander Parkes at the Great 
International Exposition – London;

• 1868 - First Commercial Product – Billiard Balls;

• 1872 – PVC First Created;
• 1908 – Cellophane First Marketed;
• 1926 – Vinyl Invented from PVC;

• 1939 – Nylon and Neoprene Invented to Replace Silk;
• 1941 – PET Invented;
• 1951 – HDPE First Introduced;

• 1953 – Saran Wrap Introduced by Dow Chemical;
• 1954 – Styrofoam Invented;
• 1967 – The “Graduate” with Dustin Hoffman – “The Future is Plastic”

• 1970 – Dacron Polyester Used in Clothing;
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Where it all began –
NJ Recycling

• 1982 – “Recycling in the ‘80’s”
• 1987 – Mandatory Recycling

- “Floor” of Recycling “3 Materials, plus Leaves”
• Glass Containers, Aluminum Cans & Newspaper
• NO ONE Exempt!!!
• Down to “Kitchen Level”
• 1993 Plan and Integrated &

Waste Management
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Where We Are Today…

• MANDATORY 
• County-By-County 
• Adopted Recycling Plans 
• State Goal – 50% & 60%
• 23.8 Million Tons Generated
• 14.9 Million Tons is Recycled 
• Total = 63% Rate – 2015 Data
• Municipal Recycling Rate = 43%
• Curbside Recycling Very Effective!
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Mandated Materials For 
Recycling:

• We started with “3 Materials Plus Leaves” 

• Today, the average number of “Designated Materials” 
has reached 17! (8 Counties Designate over 20)

• Only Plastics Category for Designation is:  
• HDPE/PET Plastic in 19 Counties

• Our focus today on Three Plastics Categories:
• Plastic Containers (#1 PET & #2 HDPE)
• Plastic Scrap (Car parts, furniture, pallets)
• Other Plastic (#4 LDPE – film or bags)

• Review of the Trends 
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What’s Left in the Can After 30 Years of 
Mandatory Recycling????? 
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The Complexity of Plastics
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Plastic Packaging Challenges

• 100 MILLION Tons Manufactured Globally Annually;
• In the U.S. – only about 10% is recovered of all Plastic;
• Problematic Packaging:

- Pigmented Plastic (Laundry Containers);
- Lightweighting Trend;
- Multilayered Laminated Pouches;
- Decorative Advertising of Different Resins;

• Single Stream Increases Volume - Much Lower Value;
• Tremendous Confusion on What is and Isn’t Recyclable!
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Plastics Recycling Trending Up
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Plastics Recycling Breakouts

• IPF’s or MRF’s Process “Post-Consumer” Plastics;
• Normal Breakout Categories:

- PET:  Clear Water Bottles
- HDPE Natural:  Milk Containers
- HDPE Color:  Laundry Detergent Containers
- LDPE Film Natural:  Dry Cleaner Bags
- LDPE Film Colored:  Clothing Bags
- Mixed Rigid:  Spackling Buckets, Kids Toys
- Other 3 – 7 Plastic:  Yogurt and other Containers
- PVC:  White and Dark Piping, Etc.  
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Current Market Conditions 

• China .5% Contamination Level Nearly Impossible to Meet;
• Outright ban on the acceptance of Mixed Paper – material 

piling up with no current outlet;
• Significant Drop in Material Value – MRF’s Fighting to 

Survive;
• MRF’s Charging Higher Prices, Dropping Single Stream;
• MRF’s Forced to Run at Slower Speeds to Improve Quality;
• MRF’s Adding New Technology to Assist in Sorting Process;
• Mixed Paper and Glass Getting Landfilled;
• Zero Market for 3 – 7 Plastics at This Time.  
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Where The Stuff Goes???

• Domestic Markets in the U.S. and Canada (considered 
“Domestic”)

• China is de facto Shut Down! Material to India and…..
• The “Asian Six”

- South Korea
- Indonesia 
- Malaysia 
- Vietnam
- Singapore
- Thailand 
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How to Manage Plastics???

• Bans on Sale or Use – Straws and Film Plastic Bags;
• Surcharges on Plastic Bags (and possibly paper) at 

Supermarkets and other Points of Sale;
• Federal Incentives to Stimulate New Outlets for 3 – 7 

Plastics;
• Subsidies for High Technology Plastics Processing:

- Green Mantra Plastic to Wax Technology;
- LOOP Industries Alternative PET Processing;
- QRS Simply Recycle 3 – 7 Flake Process;
- Chesapeake Integrated Bio-Energy Project 
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Command & Control Actions

• Additional Designation of Plastics for Recycling   Through 
County Plans:
o Plastic Scrap Not Designated
o Other Plastic Not Designated (Film)
o Why Doesn’t Gloucester and Monmouth Designate Any Plastics for 

Recycling?

• Bag & Straw Bans or Surcharge Legislation (Reusables) 
• Stepped up Education & Enforcement
• State Leadership (State Plan/County Planning)
• Incentives for Development of Domestic Markets
• Do we Stop Collecting Some Plastics?  
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Highland Park Plastic Bag 
Reduction Campaign

Tina Weishaus, Chair, Sustainable Highland Park

Awarded May 2017| $10,000 | Funded by Sustainable Jersey and PSEG
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Build the Broadest Coalition

• Municipal Government
• Business Community
• Residents
• Schools
• Faith Community
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Impacts & Outcomes
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Plastic Bag Reduction Initiative
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[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Highland Park镇自治市政府已经获得了$10,000的赠款，以减少使用单一的塑料袋（如食品储藏室和超市中使用的塑料袋），这些袋子污染了我们的土地，水路和海洋，严重危害了动物和人类！[image: https://lh5.googleusercontent.com/4RqYJFHVE1935PVXP8WSzYrCRcKdXH0vuCWG5Dx9ttgi-rGLzAUadMJBZXj3-cwe1gfLULZNHp-jbbcdq1kA4sxfsEny2pXO1TfRKx7PrlzBbqEmr7PK1o4mTKXlIwRVvtnU7yWB]

我们需要您的帮助！

从九月份开始食品储藏室将分发免费的可回收袋子，限制使用塑料袋。

要求您将自己的可重复使用袋子带到食物发放处。





请别忘记带上您的袋子可重复使用！！！

更多咨询请上网

www.sustainablehighlandpark.org 





Sustainable Highland Park, a HP Borough has been awarded $10,000 to reduce the use of single use plastic bags (like the ones used in the food pantry and the supermarkets). These bags pollute our landscape and escape into our waterways and oceans where they are harmful to animals and humans.

We need your help!!

Starting in September, the Food Pantry will distribute FREE reusable bags and will limit the                         use of plastic bags.

You will be asked to bring your own reusable bags to distribution days.                                 PLEASE DO NOT FORGET TO BRING REUSABLE BAGS EVERY TIME YOU COME TO THE FOOD PANTRY.   
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Lessons Learned & 
Challenges
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Next Steps

• Work with Council on an ordinance
• Expanding campaign to straws and other plastics
• More clean ups
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Sustainable Margate & Plastics

Monica Coffey, Chair, Sustainable Margate
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Plastics Trivia

Join on your mobile device: kahoot.it
Game Pin: Use website PIN
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Sustainable Jersey and Plastics

Renee Haider, Sustainable Jersey
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Actions for Points: Non-Mandated 
Materials Recycling

• Bulky rigid plastics (10 pts)
• Shrink wrap (5 pts)
• Plastics #3-7 (10 pts)
• Other (5-10 pts)

Bulky Rigid 
Plastic
16%

Carpet & Foam 
Padding

0%
Shrink Wrap

5%

Plastics #3-7
30%

Ceiling Tiles
0%

Textiles
41%

Cooking 
Oil
8%

2017 Approved Actions
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Actions for Points: Reusable Bag 
Education Program

o OPTIONAL: Resolution or ordinance 
supporting the use of reusable bags, or 
charging a fee for a single use bag (paper 
or plastic)

• Film Screenings
o Bag It
o Plastic Paradise

• Action Requirements
o Develop a campaign that includes public announcements, outreach to 

local businesses, outreach events, distribution of printed materials, 
involvement of schools, bag design contests, creation of PSAs, BAG IT 
film screening, reusable bag & window cling giveaways, etc.

http://www.bagitmovie.com/
http://plasticparadisemovie.com/


2018 New Jersey Sustainability Summit @SJ_Program |  @SJ_Schools |  #SustainableStateNJ

Reusable Bag Education Program: 
Programs in Place

• Bordentown City (Burlington)
• Caldwell Borough (Essex)
• Jersey City (Hudson)
• Hoboken City (Hudson)
• Princeton (Mercer)
• Oradell Borough (Bergen)
• Upper Township (Cape May)

Petition 
for Ban

6%

Considering 
Bag Fee/Ban

25%

Resolution 
Encouraging 

Reusable 
Bags
6%

Bag Fee/Ban 
Ordinance 

in Place
13%

Not Yet 
Taken 
Action
50%

Approved Town Actions

http://sj-site-persistent-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/fileadmin/cicbase/documents/2017/8/29/15040223382162.pdf
http://sj-site-persistent-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/fileadmin/cicbase/documents/2017/6/4/14966131589934.pdf
http://sj-site-persistent-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/fileadmin/cicbase/documents/2018/6/4/15280813571683.pdf
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Pending NJ Legislation

• A-1218: Provides for the decrease and eventual ban on 
use of non-compostable plastic grocery bags at retail 
stores. 

• A-4040: Provides for the decrease and eventual ban on 
use of non-compostable plastic carryout bags at stores. 
Violations apply.

• A-3267: Establishes a fee on the use of single-use 
carryout bags provided by certain types of stores to 
customers and dedicate revenue from the fee to the 
“Healthy Schools and Community Lead Abatement 
Fund” established in the bill.
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What’s Next?

• Sustainable Jersey will be re-evaluating the 
reusable bag education action and addressing 
other single use plastics in potential new actions.

• If you want to join the discussion on the Waste 
Management Task Force, email Samantha McGraw 
at mcgraws@tcnj.edu.
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A Few Final Thoughts



2013



Absecon Island



Superstorm Sandy, October 2012





Beach Litter



Beach 
Litter



The Issue with Plastic
• The Journal Science has estimated that 

approximately 8 million tons of plastic enter the 
ocean each year.

• The World Economic Forum estimates by 2050, the 
ocean will contain as much plastic as fish, pound for 
pound

• Plastic bags are the
most abundant
floating litter
objects in the ocean



Impacts
• In the last decade, wildlife entanglement of marine 

debris by marine animals has increased by 40%.

• It is well known, that animals, including turtles, 
seabirds, and marine mammals can ingest marine 
litter.

• 50-80 % of dead sea turtles have
ingested plastic

• Plastic bags are also a major litter issue

http://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-67-en.pdf




Countywide: 138 
million/year

Worldwide: 2 million per 
minute





Surfrider Cleanups
Wellington Ave., Ventnor



• Bags are one of the more regulated types 
of plastic of single-use plastics, compared 
to straws, for example, or Styrofoam         

• At least 300 local bag ordinances here in 
the US

• Bags are convenient, but not essential

• Very difficult to recycle and they endanger 
workers

• Currently all plastic bags that come into 
ACUA’s recycling center are being 
landfilled.







Reusable Bag 
Education











Beach Tag Envelopes





Absecon Island:
Reusable Bag Resolutions





November 2015
Longport becomes first 

NJ town to place fee 
on plastic and paper 

bags



Press of Atlantic City
editorial 

February 22, 2018

WHYY



$10,000 
Sustainable Jersey 
grant for reusable 
bag outreach and 

education

Ventnor ordinance 
takes effect

October 1, 2018



Atlantic County 
Government 

Gets on Board
May 2018



Beach 
Sweeps



1st Annual 
Absecon Island 

Back Bay
Cleanup



1st Annual Absecon 
Island Back Bay

Cleanup





1st Annual 
Absecon 

Island Back 
Bay

Cleanup

13,700 pounds od 
debris collected by 

177 volunteers!



2014: Margate Says ‘No’
to Balloon Litter



National Coverage of Balloons Collected 
at Forsythe National Wildlife Refuge



All four Absecon Island say ‘No’ to the
intentional release of balloons













Balloons: More needs to be done 
Statewide legislation sponsored by the late Senator Whelan 

finally has new sponsors and new bill numbers



What’s ahead?

Continue plastic bag outreach/education work in  
Ventnor, while continuing outreach and education in 
Margate and Atlantic City.

Continue work with Surfrider to target other types 
single-use plastic, including straws. 

Work with Surfrider to increase public education 
regarding monofilament
recycling boxes located throughout
Absecon Island



Thank you!



Current Annual Sustainable Jersey Municipal Sponsors

Grants Program Underwriters 

Program Underwriters

Corporate Sponsors

PLATINUM

SILVER

BRONZE



Current Annual Sustainable Jersey for Schools Sponsors

Founding Sponsor

Founding Sponsor

Founding Sponsor

BRONZE

PLATINUM

Small Grants Underwriters

Sustainable Jersey for Schools Underwriters

Corporate Sponsors

GOLD SILVER
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Q&A
This event was made possible in part through our Event Sponsor:
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