Recycling Plastics



Of all the different materials we can recycle, plastics are the trickiest. In an effort to be “good recyclers” we sometimes think that it’s okay to recycle anything made of plastic.  But in Maine, the items accepted for recycling vary from town to town. 
Why are there such differences?  

Our state allows each town or region to decide how it will manage its waste.  We have a wide range of program differences that vary from accepting #2 hdpe bottles only, to taking all plastics numbered 1 through 7. To avoid mistakes, check with you local transfer station to find out which plastic are accepted in your community.  
Economics play a key role in planning a recycling program.  For some rural communities, it is too expensive to move the materials. Also, recyclers only collect what they can sell easily.  
The markets for most plastics are extremely limited and specific, with the exception of plastic bottles. That is why in many areas, bottles are the only plastics that are accepted. Processing and transportation costs help determine price and profit. 

Plastic is a material that technically, in its pure form, can be recycled. However, once a plastic is manufactured into an item, it won’t be recycled unless there is a factory that will buy and remanufacture it into a new product. It doesn’t make economic sense to collect an item if there is no buyer or market for that item. 

Let’s use foam coffee cups for example. These cups are made from number six plastic, polystyrene, more commonly known as Styrofoam. We have an abundance of polystyrene cups, plates and take-out boxes in our waste stream. Are they recyclable? The plastic can be melted and remade into something else, but generally it is not cost-effective. That makes the answer no. Without a buyer or market for polystyrene, most recycling programs cannot collect it. 

Finally, we rely on technology to come up with new uses and economically smart ways to recycle plastics. Because of the constant supply of new products, the industry is challenged to keep up with the supply of potential material.  Recycled resin is a highly valued material. Current demand from manufacturers far outweighs the supply. For example, carpet manufacturers are forced to buy virgin resin because they can’t obtain as much recycled PET (such as soda and water bottles) as they can use. Recycling our bottles and containers is the best way to help provide a steady supply of recyclable plastic. 
