
Contaminants are materials that are placed into recycling bins that are either too dirty or are just not accepted in the program. Too much 
contamination can pollute or ruin an otherwise clean stream of collected recyclables, and force them to be disposed of as trash. This 
also makes recyclables processing more expensive because it requires materials recovery facilities to run at lower rates of speed and use 
more staff to remove contaminants. In addition, processors and recycling programs must pay to dispose of unwanted or contaminated 
materials, resulting in lost revenue. The most common recycling contaminants are plastic bags, food, liquids and foam containers.

WHAT ARE CONTAMINANTS? 

RECYCLING RIGHT
THE ECONOMICS OF

IN ARLINGTON COUNTY
Arlington prides itself on being one of the most 
progressive communities in the region when it comes 
to environmental initiatives. Arlingtonians are filling 
their blue recycling carts more — progress reflected in 
the fact that residents and businesses now recycle 
about half of the trash generated. But there’s still 
more work to be done. We need to recycle more, but 
it’s just as important to recycle right.

Recent recycling end-market trends are shining a 
spotlight on the economics of recycling. By providing 
insight into what happens to recyclables after they are 
in the blue cart, we hope you will better understand 
how Arlington County is poised to weather market 
headwinds in the year ahead.

Recycling is a business enterprise, and 
recyclables — or recovered materials 
— are bought and sold in worldwide 
markets for use as raw materials in 
manufacturing. Over the past 15 years 
the U.S. has exported between 30 to 
40 percent of the materials collected 
in recycling programs to overseas mar-
kets. New stringent quality standards 
imposed by foreign markets have sig-
nificantly reduced the value of some re-
cyclable commodities, particularly un-

sorted mixed paper and certain mixed 
plastics, and restricted the amount of 
acceptable contamination. This has 
resulted in significant disruptions to re-
cycling markets and has increased the 
cost of processing recyclables across 
the country.

Because of the current difficulty mar-
keting lower-grade mixed paper and 
mixed plastics, some jurisdictions 
around the U.S. have stopped accept-
ing them. Glass, which has historically 

had end market challenges, is also being 
removed by many jurisdictions. At this 
point, there are no anticipated chang-
es for mixed paper and mixed plastics 
in Arlington County’s recycling program 
(although the County is conducting an 
analysis on glass). Arlington’s cost to 
process and market recyclables is still 
significantly less than what it would cost 
to dispose of them as trash; however, it 
is important that we continue to recycle 
right to keep these costs manageable.

Recyclables are collected locally, but impacted globally.
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Which Commodities Have the Best Return?

Aluminum is the lightest commodity, only making up about 1% of 
Arlington’s residential recyclables by weight. However, current market 
value of aluminum cans ($1,520/ton) drives up the value of metal 
in the recycling cart. Paper and cardboard make up the bulk of the 
weight but have a much lower value per ton with corrugated cardboard 
averaging $75/ton and mixed paper as low as $2/ton.

Glass is one of the heaviest items in Arlington’s residential recycling stream, making up about 
22% of the total. It has a negative market value in this region because of lack of nearby glass 
processing facilities and the difficulty with separating it from other recyclables.

Data gathered through quarterly waste stream 
sorts illustrates the breakdown of materials 
collected in residential blue recycling carts.

Paper and Cardboard
53.6%  $$

Glass
22.4%  (-$)

Non-Recyclable Items: 13.3%  (-$)
Trash: 10.3%
Plastic Bags/Film: 2.3% 
Compostable Paper, 
Textiles, Food Waste, Yard 
Waste, E-waste: 0.7%

Arlington contracts with a private company for recyclables processing. 
What the County gets paid, or pays, is based on a contract formula 
that factors in the composition of the recyclables stream and the 
going market value of recyclables.  Prices fluctuate based on supply 
and demand and other market forces. 

MATERIAL VALUE PER TON

Aluminum Cans $1,520

Steel Cans $40

Mixed Plastics #1 and #2’s  
(no plastic bags or Styrofoam) $486

Corrugated Cardboard $75

Newspaper $25

Mixed Paper $2

Mixed Glass -$12.50

Composition and Value of Arlington’s Recycling Cart

Metals
3.5%  $$$$

Plastics
7.2%  $$$

Recyclables Market Prices: August 2018

Source: RecyclingMarkets.net, New York Market Region prices, August 2018

What’s in our recycling?
If you were to look at a breakdown of a typical ton of recyclables collected from your neighborhood, it would be a comprised of 
varying amounts of the following materials: steel and aluminum cans, plastic containers, glass bottles and jars, milk and juice 
cartons, cardboard, newspaper and mixed paper (includes magazines, office paper, cereal and cracker boxes, etc.). Each re-
cyclable commodity has an associated value that fluctuates based on supply and demand. Some materials are more valuable 
than others, with aluminum cans, plastic soft drink, water, milk, detergent and shampoo bottles, cardboard shipping boxes, 
and newspaper ranking at the top. Other recyclables such as glass and mixed #3-7 plastics (yogurt tubs, take-out containers), 
magazines and junk mail are worth far less.

Paper towels and napkins, whether clean or dirty, are typically made from recycled paper that has already been recovered several 
times, making the fibers too short to be used again in the recycling process. Additionally, dirty, greasy or food soaked paper can ruin 
other clean recyclables. 

PAPER PRODUCTS—NAPKINS, PAPER TOWELS AND TISSUES—DO NOT BELONG IN THE RECYCLING CART.
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Make sure food and beverage containers are empty and 
free from food and other residue before you place them 
into the blue cart. It is a good idea to do a quick rinse 
to containers that held anything that can spoil. To clean 
jars that contained thick foods, fill with water, replace 
the lid, give them a good shake and pour out the water 
before tossing them in the recycling bin.

FOOD WASTE DOES NOT BELONG 
IN THE RECYCLING CART.

Photo courtesy of Waste Management

Photo courtesy of Waste Management

Revenues earned from the sale of the County’s recyclables 
help offset the costs of providing overall solid waste services. 
When demand for recyclables shrinks, and the value of our 
recyclables falls below our contract threshold, the County 
must pay to have our materials processed. 

Even when the County has to pay for processing recyclables, 
the cost has been much less than trash per ton disposed. 
In FY2018, the County paid an average of $4.66 per ton to 
process recyclables and $43.16 per ton to dispose of trash.

One of the key drivers of recyclables pricing is materials 
quality. The dirtier or more contaminated recyclables are, 
the more it costs for secondary processors and end users 
to clean them up for use as raw materials. As a result, the 
materials are worth less.

Why recycling is still important

What you can do to help
By far the best way to manage our waste is to generate 
less waste to begin with. Consider reusing, repairing and 
donating items before you dispose them. The next best thing 
is to make more thoughtful purchasing decisions. When 
buying beverages and similar products, look for aluminum 
containers first, plastic bottles and containers second and 
avoid glass containers if possible. The reduction of glass 
in our blue recycling carts will increase the overall value of 
Arlington’s recycling stream.

We know that purchasing products in plastics can be tricky 
too as there are many different types, some of much higher 

value than others. Plastic bottles, jars and jugs with necks 
or rigid plastics are preferable to plastic pouches and films.

When you recycle, include only correct materials. Leave out 
things like plastic bags, plastic foam cups and plates, food 
residue, liquids and miscellaneous garbage. 

Through these actions, we can provide recyclables 
processors with the best opportunity to sell their recycling 
commodities. Clean materials are in higher demand and as 
a result generate higher prices. For Arlington, the value of a 
ton of clean recyclables, can help us pay less for recycling 
processing and also maximize the value of the materials that 
we send to the materials recovery facility.



Bags and films wrap around the large rotating gears in 
the recycling sorting machinery, and can force materi-
als recovery facilities to shut down for hours to remove 
them. Place items loose in your recycle cart. Plastic bags 
and films can be recycled but they must be separated 
from other recyclables. Take them to collection points 
at the grocery store. When shopping, use reusable bags 
and if you forget them, ask for paper bags.

PLASTIC BAGS DO NOT BELONG 
IN THE RECYCLING CART.

DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES SOLID WASTE BUREAU
4300 29th St. S., Arlington, VA 22206

Printed on 30% post consumer recycled paper

Want to learn more about current recycling market trends? Visit our website at recycling.arlingtonva.us.

Find us on social media:

twitter.com/ArlingtonDES

facebook.com/ArlingtonDES

flickr.com/photos/ArlingtonDES

youtube.com/user/arlingtoncounty
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