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Global shifts in Recycling Markets 

Jefferson County’s recycling list is unchanged thus far.  The County and its partners continue to monitor 

shifting markets to ensure that collected materials get recycled.  If buyers of mixed papers and mixed 

plastic containers are no longer found, some materials may have to dropped from the local list or 

adjustments made to collection methods.   

Market turmoil erupted this year after China banned “imported garbage” to reduce pollution.  Dirty 

diapers, broken glass in paper, low grade plastics and other contamination cannot be recycled.  Mixed 

paper and mixed plastics are two banned categories impacting local and regional recycling programs.    

China has banned specified materials and lowered acceptable contamination to 0.5%, and has placed 

inspectors at recycle sorting facilities to avoid unwanted contamination.   North America’s west coast 

has been particularly reliant on China’s markets because of lower shipping costs relative to highway 

transport to North American processors.  Lower grade materials are often not remanufactured 

domestically. 

Regional brokers have lowered pricing paid for mixed papers and plastic containers, leading a few 

jurisdictions to dispose of some recyclable materials as trash.  Other collectors have been stockpiling 

with yards now reaching capacity.  Locally, Skookum Contract Services, the County’s service provider, 

had stockpiled mixed paper bales and steel cans tin/aluminum/plastics (TAP) bales, but more recently 

has found at least short-term buyers.  Skookum is working to determine medium or long term market 

dependability amidst the global market turbulence.  Should the short-term market dry up, mixed paper 

could be changed or temporarily dropped. 

Bales of TAP may fair better with their higher-valued metal cans and plastic bottles and jugs.  The bales 

lose value, however, when further sorting by processors is necessary, particularly those including low-

value dairy tubs, buckets and planting pots and other plastics.  It is possible or likely that the lower grade 

plastic may be discontinued, or perhaps that different sorting will increase marketability.   

Good news is that the collection method used in Jefferson County, known as “source separation” or 

“dual stream” collection generates cleaner materials which in turn commands higher pricing.  Most 

jurisdictions use a “single stream” collection method of comingled recyclables that has proven to 

contain more contamination and be more expensive to sort.    



 

 

No decisions have been made to drop any recyclables from the list thus far.  Everyone can do their part 

by placing clean, properly sorted recyclables into the correct bins.  “When in doubt, throw it out (or find 

out),” as the mantra goes. 

More good news is that container glass and corrugated cardboard collected locally are unaffected by 

China’s policies.  Glass, while low value and expensive to haul, has been getting hauled for over two 

years to Strategic Materials in Seattle and recycled into new bottles or cullet used for a range of 

products.  Corrugated cardboard is brokered through a regional company but is recycled down the 

street at Port Townsend Paper Corporation, significantly reducing hauling costs.  

Local recycling partners including Jefferson County and its services contractor Skookum Contract 

Services, City of Port Townsend with its curbside service provider DM Olympic Disposal, and the resident 

and agency members of the Solid Waste Advisory Committee work to keep informed and prepared.  The 

County, with jurisdictional solid waste planning responsibility, has briefed SWAC members and 

coordinates local responses to the market shake up.  The City of Port Townsend independently contracts 

its curbside services and specifies that collected materials be delivered to Skookum’s Recycling Center at 

the County’s Solid Waste Disposal Facility.   

The County and its partners are monitoring market conditions as reported by Skookum, apprising the 

public of the situation at a Special SWAC Public Meeting held in Chimacum on June 28, and have 

outlined an outreach and education program that can quickly be rolled out in the event that lower grade 

plastics and/or certain paper grades need to be dropped from the list.  Skookum is working diligently to 

find buyers for our relatively clean materials and ensure that materials accepted not wind up in a 

landfill.   

Jefferson County Public Works has also tracked public comments received at the Special SWAC Meeting 

in June and via telephone and email.  A summary of comments and any pending program changes will 

be posted at www.jeffersoncountysolidwaste.com.  Most comments have been from residents seeking 

clarification regarding materials accepted.  Others offered suggestions or ideas, often with the notion of 

increased local processing.  Several residents offered to help sort a TAP bale.  Two callers expressed 

appreciation to the Solid Waste Manager for its efforts. 

Industry representatives believe that the market turmoil will last several months to two years or more 

while new markets and processing capacity are established.  If Jefferson County has dodged any bullet, it 

is because of the source separated collection system and cleaner recovered materials to offer to the 

marketplace. 

Questions regarding this news release can be directed to Tom Boatman at Jefferson County Public 

Works, TBoatman@co.jefferson.wa.us, or 360-385-9160. 
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