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Summary 

This is the 13th of a series of pilot monthly bulletins that Sustainability Victoria (SV) and the 
Waste Management and Resource Recovery Association of Australia (WMRR) are distributing 
to the community, industry and government to provide an overview of the kerbside recycling 
markets in Victoria. 

The bulletins provide an up-to-date picture of the health of resource recovery markets, ongoing 
challenges and opportunities in the sector, and details of the actions taken to improve the 
resilience and recovery performance of kerbside recycling. 

This bulletin includes export data to the end of April 2020, and pricing updates to the end of 
May 2020. 

Following a successful 12-month pilot program and evaluation, SV and WMRR are producing 
three additional monthly bulletins while considering a future bimonthly or quarterly release. 
This bulletin is the second of these three 'interim' bulletins. The bulletin format may also be 
updated, but the core time-series kerbside market datasets will continue. 

Market overview 

Provided in Figure 1 below is an overview of the flows of kerbside collected recyclables over 
the July 2019–April 2020 period of the 2019–20 financial year.  

Figure 1 – Flows of kerbside collection materials in Victoria collected during July 2019–April 2020* 

 

* Note that flows are for the first ten months of the 2019–20 financial year. 
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Of the 486,000 tonnes of kerbside materials collected 343,000 tonnes or 71% were sent to 
downstream processing (including export), and 142,000 tonnes or 29% was sent to landfill. 

The landfilled quantity is unusually high as it includes 54,000 tonnes of kerbside recyclables 
sent directly to landfill due to the temporary closure of the former SKM MRFs (now operated 
by Cleanaway) across August–November 2019. There are mixed reports on increased 
quantities of contamination entering kerbside recycling collections, since the beginning of the 
pandemic. Publishable audit data on any changes in kerbside contamination is currently being 
sought. 

At the beginning of 2020 there was an estimated 100,000–200,000 tonnes of kerbside 
recyclables in metro storage (including glass), mostly accumulated through 2018 and early 
2019. However, most of this stored material is now reported to have been removed, with most 
sent to landfill. The material not sent to landfill is an unknown quantity of glass sent to 
Repurpose It in Epping. 

Stockpiling at the metropolitan MRF operator sites is not believed to be at problematic or even 
significant levels as of May 2020. 

Victoria has a heavy reliance on the export of recyclable materials. In April 2020 Victoria’s 
exports were: 

• 37% of national post-consumer paper & paperboard (36,000 tonnes of 99,000 tonnes). 
Compared to the 41% in March and 46% in February 2020. 

• 50% per cent of national post-consumer plastic (3,500 tonnes of 7,000 tonnes). 
Compared to the 47% in March and 50% in February 2020. 

The exports outlined above include material sourced through commercial and industrial 
collections (not just municipal kerbside collected materials), and some interstate material (e.g. 
from Tasmania). However, the data above illustrates the strong dependency of Victorian post-
consumer markets on export markets, and the continuing need for additional local 
remanufacturing capacity and demand in Victoria, particularly given the impending 
export bans, which will commence in 2021. 

Kerbside recycling markets: June developments 

Market-wide developments 

Development 1 – MRFs and reprocessors are generally operating as usual. There are no 
reported disruptions to major Materials Recovery Facility (MRF) operators or downstream 
reprocessors as at 12 June. 

Development 2 – Logistical issues with exporting scrap materials appears to be easing 
as an issue, with some exceptions. Empty container availability is improving as is ship 
availability. There continue to be some additional issues or port restrictions in other countries 
(e.g. tin-plate steel cans into India). 

Please also refer to bulletin #12, as there were numerous other developments reported in May 
that have not been repeated in this bulletin, but are still relevant to markets in June. 

Paper & paperboard 

Development 3 – International demand for Old Corrugated Cartons (OCC) was 
particularly impacted by coronavirus (COVID-19). Initially, paper and board producers were 
closed for production and consequently ceased ordering OCC. When production reopened, 
producers found their local supplies curtailed, necessitating rapid ordering that saw exports 
from Victoria spike in February. However, prices did not increase until April, even as volumes 
received and exported began to soften. 

https://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/Business/Investment-facilitation/Recovered-resources-market-bulletin
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Development 4 – Virgin pulp price fall places (more) pressure on recovered paper 
prices. Global pulp prices declined around USD20/t in May 2020, in the main Chinese market, 
placing recovered paper prices – especially OCC – under increased pressure. 

Development 5 – Increased fragmentation of the market for newsprint and related 
grades. The production of recycled newsprint ended in Australia in late 2019, altering the 
supply chain, creating increased fragmentation in the market, allowing once secondary users 
(like the pet care sector) to become the major market. Recent newspaper closures will see the 
recovered volume slip further. 

Glass packaging 

Development 6 – Reduced use of recycled glass. Due to the reduced beneficiation capacity 
from the GRS closure, the level of recycled glass (cullet) into new glass packaging has been 
reduced to just below 30%. This is despite strong pressure from brand owners seeking 
increased recycled content in their packaging. 

Development 7 – Potential sale of Owens Illinois. At the start of the year major glass 
packaging producer and recycler, Owens Illinois, put its Australian operations up for sale. 
current media reports suggest the Company has officially placed the sale of its Australian and 
New Zealand division on hold, instead opting to embark on a refinancing push. 

Development 8 – Kerbside reform announced. The Victorian Government has announced 
that it will assist local government to introduce a separate four bin collection system from 2021. 
Four Victorian Councils have already introduced this service configuration, with the City of 
Yarra to join them in September 2020. 

Plastic packaging 

Development 9 – As reported previously virgin resin prices for PET, PE and PP 
continue to be trending down. The low prices for oil and gas, along with massive new 
virgin resin manufacturing capacity internationally across the 2017–2022 period, are resulting 
in downwards trending virgin resin prices, that are already at the lowest prices in many years. 
This reduces the competitiveness of recycled resins for the foreseeable future (unless there 
is some market intervention to prioritise recycled procurement). 

Development 10 – Current demand for MRF grade PET is very low. Recycled PET 
demand is mostly being met by CDS grade PET. 

Development 11 – Overseas markets are deteriorating. Post-consumer plastics exports 
from Victoria are now at the lowest levels since 2015 at least. 

Metal packaging 

Development 12 – Continued stockpiling by MRF operators and scrap metal traders in 
Victoria. India is not currently issuing import permits for tin-plate steel can bales. India is the 
main destination of this material from Victoria (and globally). This is causing stockpiling and 
falling prices by MRF operators and scrap metal traders here in Victoria. 

Market implications and investment opportunities 

Here we develop a future looking synthesis of the key implications of recent developments, 
and also provide a quick summary of some of the key investment opportunities that are 
potentially available. These include minor updates from those reported in bulletin #12. 

Market implications 

• Freight movements have been slowed across April and into May: Victorian export 
freight movements of scrap paper and paperboard were stable across March, but have 
deteriorated across April and May. 

• Recycled commodity prices are fairly static to date: To the end of May there has 
been downwards pressure on plastics and metals prices in particular. 
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• Situation unlikely to return to pre-pandemic conditions: Looking further ahead, 
when restrictions are eased, the pressure on kerbside recycling may be anticipated to 
reduce but is unlikely to go back to pre-pandemic levels given the number of people 
who are still working from home. Household adaptation to e-commerce and home 
deliveries is already well-established. The accelerated migration is unlikely to be fully 
re-wound. 

• Glass beneficiation capacity needs to increase significantly: The clean-up of the 
GRS site (which is unlikely to recommence operations) and reduction in glass 
stockpiles is welcome but will only be sustained if the glass beneficiation capacity is 
increased. This holds the key to meeting recycled content targets and demand, 
including the pathway for separately collected glass back into packaging. 

• Additional polyethylene and polypropylene reprocessing capacity is required: 
The announced PET recycling plant in Albury is important. Similar large-scale 
infrastructure for polyethylene and polypropylene will be needed if packaging recycling 
targets are to be met. The Polytrade optical sorting facility in Campbellfield is 
welcomed with new capacity to sort kerbside plastics right here in Victoria. 

Investment opportunities 

Market-wide 

• Redesign of packaging to improve sortability, reprocessability and end-market value. 

• Ongoing education program to reduce kerbside contamination 

• MRF modifications for improved separation and contaminant control. 

• Community based recycling drop off points with a focus on cardboard, EPS, and soft 
plastics. 

• Government procurement. 

Fibre 

• Increased pulping capacity for recovered paper, either separately or integrated with 
virgin fibre manufacturing. 

• Reprocessing of coated paper and board, especially polymer coated, into non-paper 
products. 

• Procurement of locally manufactured recycled end-products to encourage reprocessing 
investment. 

• Commercial site cardboard compaction equipment. 

Glass 

• Food grade beneficiation capacity increase. Either new plant or expansion of existing 
capacity to accommodate Cleanaway generation and the new kerbside bin and CDS 
collected glass over the next couple of years. 

• Glass kerbside bin purchase. Potential state/local government shared cost of rollout 
linked to uniform bins with maximum recycled content, purple lids and hot stamped 
education message. 

• Specification for use in civil projects and preferred government procurement  

Plastics 

• Reprocessing equipment for HDPE and PP from consumer sources. Preferably into 
food grade quality resin. 

• Wash equipment for new and existing plastics recycling plants. 

• Separation equipment for PET/PE/PP at MRF or reprocessing sites.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 About this bulletin 

This is the 13th of a series of pilot monthly bulletins that Sustainability Victoria (SV) and the 
Waste Management and Resource Recovery Association of Australia (WMRR) are distributing 
to the community, industry and government to provide an overview of the kerbside recycling 
markets in Victoria. 

This bulletin includes updates related to ABS export data to the end of April 2020, and pricing 
updates to the end of May 2020.  

These bulletins provide an up-to-date picture of the markets, the ongoing challenges and 
opportunities, and action taken to improve the resilience and recovery performance of kerbside 
recycling. 

The bulletins are a synthesis of monthly updates of ABS export data and published market 
reports, and more in-depth quarterly updates informed by extensive consultation with industry, 
government and community stakeholders. 

Each bulletin includes a monthly update that includes: 

• market overview and current developments 

• export data and receiving country updates 

• commodity price tracking 

• kerbside quantity flow approximations 

• market developments and activity updates. 

This edition’s special topic, Global action on single-use plastic products, is explored in 
depth in Section 3. 

SV and WMRR are currently evaluating the ongoing frequency and format for the bulletin, 
potentially shifting to a modified format and quarterly basis going forward. We will keep all 
subscribers updated on the plan for the future of the Recovered Resources Market Bulletins. 

Please contact SV if you have any comments or questions on this bulletin, or suggestions for 
future issues:  

• Cate Turner – Manager Recycling Industry Support (cate.turner@sustainability.vic.gov.au) 

• Luke Richmond – Data Analyst (luke.richmond@sustainability.vic.gov.au). 

Who is this bulletin for? 

This bulletin is for anyone with an interest in kerbside recycling in Victoria. It presents a holistic 
overview of material flows and related markets, through generation, sorting, reprocessing, re-
manufacturing and end-product markets. 

Bulletin #1 presents details of the stakeholders involved in kerbside recycling, and the roles 
that they can play in shifting kerbside recycling and markets to a more resilient and sustainable 
future. 

The glossary for all the terms used in the bulletin is available here. 

Structure of the bulletin 

This bulletin has seven sections: 

• Market summary – An overview of kerbside material flows, $ values, and the key 
issues, opportunities and activities. 

mailto:cate.turner@sustainability.vic.gov.au
mailto:luke.richmond@sustainability.vic.gov.au
https://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/Business/Investment-facilitation/Recovered-resources-market-bulletin
https://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/Business/Investment-facilitation/Recovered-resources-market-bulletin
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• Introductory section (this section) – A more detailed and integrated overview of 
kerbside material markets across all material types (paper & paperboard, glass 
packaging, plastic packaging and metal packaging). 

• Material specific sections – Four sections on each material groups (paper & 
paperboard, glass packaging, plastic packaging and metal packaging). Each section 
provides: an overview of the material markets; the latest available information on 
prices, demand and supply; commentary on the key product end-markets for recovered 
materials; export and/or interstate market activity; and a summary of market risks, 
opportunities and developments. 

• Special topic areas – A deeper look at a special topic area or two each month. 

History and context 

Across the past decade there have been downturns in the recycled materials market caused 
by the: 

• Global Financial Crisis (GFC) in 2009. 

• New Chinese regulations in 2011 aimed at reducing the imports of highly contaminated 
post-consumer materials. 

• Aggressive enforcement in 2013 by the Chinese of the 2011 regulations, through a 
campaign known as 'Operation Green Fence'. 

• Around half the world's kerbside packaging was received by China until the end of 2017. 
Aggressive enforcement from the beginning of 2018 by the Chinese of the 2011 
regulations, through a campaign known as 'National Sword' reduced these imports 
massively. 

A key aspect of the latest Chinese restrictions is a maximum contamination threshold of 
0.5 per cent for imported bales of post-consumer mixed paper & paperboard and mixed 
plastics. This threshold is very low and MRFs internationally, including Victorian MRFs, 
are not capable of meeting the 0.5 per cent contamination threshold. 

• Global coronavirus pandemic starting in early 2020, and still ongoing, hampering 
international freight movements and country level manufacturing activity. 

See bulletin #1 for a more detailed outline of the history and context of the issues explored in 
these bulletins. All previous bulletins are available here. 

1.2 Overview of kerbside recycling flows 

Victorian kerbside recyclables collection and sorting systems have been steady over the past 
three years at around 550–600,000 tonnes per year. After operating losses of 100,000 tonnes 
of contaminant material and unrecovered recyclables, an estimated 450–500,000 tonnes are 
available for reprocessing in a typical year. Paper grades and glass account for 85 per cent or 
more of this processed material by weight. 

Not all of the 500,000 tonnes of sorted recyclables are necessarily then processed further into 
materials ready for the manufacture of new products, and since 2016–17 significant quantities 
of sorted and unsorted recyclables have been placed into storage due to poor markets or 
operational problems, and either remain in storage or have been sent to landfill (which has 
occurred at high levels across 2019–20). 

Figure 1.2.1 and Table 1.2.1 provides estimates of annual MRF outputs. Note that 2019–20 
data is part-year data for the ten months across July 2019–April 2020 only. Also note that the 
reduction in storage during 2019–20 of 239,000 tonnes of stored material, which was mostly 
sent to landfill and contributes to the landfill (orange) quantity. 

https://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/Business/Investment-facilitation/Recovered-resources-market-bulletin
https://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/Business/Investment-facilitation/Recovered-resources-market-bulletin
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Figure 1.2.1 – Victorian MRF outputs by material category (tonnes) 

 

Note:  2019–20 data is partial financial year across the ten months July 2019–April 2020. 

 

Table 1.2.1 – Victorian MRF outputs by material category, including stockpiled material estimates 

Material category 2015–16 2016–17 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 

 (tonnes) (tonnes) (tonnes) (tonnes) (tonnes) 

Paper & paperboard  330 000  280 000  250 000  290 000  240 000 

Glass  100 000  110 000  30 000  30 000  130 000 

Plastic  50 000  40 000  40 000  40 000  30 000 

Metal  20 000  10 000  20 000  10 000  13 000 

Storagea   0  50 000  110 000  90 000 - 239 000 

Landfillb  100 000  100 000  140 000  120 000  340 000 

Totals  600 000  590 000  590 000  580 000  514 000 
 

Source: SV (2017; 2018; 2019) and industry consultation. 

a) Note that there was net growth in storage across 2015–16 to 2018–19, but it has dropped in 2019–20. 

b) Includes an estimated 30–40,000 tonnes of fire-related losses in July 2017, 20,000 tonnes of licence compliance 
related disposal in March 2019, and 110–120,000 tonnes of operational and safety related disposal in 2019–20. 

 

Figure 1.2.2 presents indicative monthly data on the destinations of Victorian MRF outputs. 
Exports of kerbside materials fell in 2017 and then more sharply in 2018, with some growth in 
exports across January–April 2020. 
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Figure 1.2.2 – Destination of Victorian MRF outputs from kerbside sources (tonnes/month) 

 

Note 1: Data in the table above have been estimated based on publicly available sources, with totals verified through 
consultation. 

Note 2: Historical total monthly MRF outputs have been approximated to enable comparison with monthly ABS 
customs export data. ‘Local reprocessing’, ‘Landfill’ and ‘Storage change’ estimates are indicative only. 

Note 3: The ‘Storage change’ plot is an estimation of the change in material stored or stockpiled in that month. 

Note 4: Storage includes estimates of both sorted and baled materials, and unsorted (but baled) materials. It 
excludes longer-term stored materials from before January 2015, which is most significantly legacy glass storage. 

Note 5: Landfill estimates include MRF licence compliance related disposal to landfill, and fire related losses to 
atmosphere. Landfill data presented are an approximation based on annual waste to landfill rates. 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works. 

 

At the beginning of 2020 there was an estimated 100,000–200,000 tonnes of kerbside 
recyclables in metro storage (including glass), mostly accumulated through 2018 and early 
2019. This was mostly legacy SKM storage of unsorted and sorted kerbside material (primarily 
in third party owned warehouses), and stockpiled glass at the GRS facility in Coolaroo. 
However, most of this warehoused material is now reported to have been removed, probably 
across the February to April period (but this isn't confirmed), with most sent to landfill. The 
material not sent to landfill is an unknown quantity of glass from the GRS facility sent to 
Repurpose It in Epping. 

The major MRF related event over the last year has been the closure and transfer of ownership 
of SKM sorting facilities to Cleanaway, occurring across the across August to November 2019 
period. This change has shifted MRF operator throughput significantly over the last 12 months. 
The table below provides indicative point estimates of MRF operator throughputs, as 
percentages of total Victoria kerbside collections, at the end of May 2019 and May 2020 
respectively. 
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Table 1.2.2 – Indicative point estimates of MRF operator 

receivals at end-May 2019 and end-May 2020 

MRF operator May 2019 May 2020 

SKM 55% N/A 

Cleanaway N/A 35% 

Visy 27% 33% 

Polytrade 10% 19% 

APR N/A 5% 

Veolia 4% 4% 

All other 4% 4% 

Total 100% 100% 
 

Source: MWRRG and Envisage Works 

 

1.3 Market risks, opportunities and activities 

Victoria has a heavy reliance on exporting kerbside materials. In April 2020 Victoria made up 
an estimated 37% of Australian exports of post-consumer materials that might have a kerbside 
source, compared with 40% in March and 43% in February. 

Recovered paper markets have dropped significantly since November 2019. Prices for all 
grades of recovered paper and paperboard have deteriorated, with OCC prices in particular 
falling heavily in November and December 2019, but stabilising across January–May. 

Sorted PET and HDPE packaging, steel cans, and aluminium cans have all seen significant 
price drops since the beginning of the pandemic and are now at some of the lowest prices for 
the last three years at least. 
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Figure 1.3.1 – Victorian recovered kerbside materials commodity values ($/tonne) 

 

Source: Industry consultation and published sources. Prices are approximated at the out-going MRF gate and to 
end-January 2020. Prices are indicative only. 

 

Table 1.3.1 provides pricing on selected virgin material commodities that are (generally) 
competing with recycled material. It is important to note that the kerbside material commodity 
values presented in Figure 1.3.1 are estimated prices at the out-going MRF gate, and prior to 
any secondary processing (and the associated processing costs). 

It is important to note that the very low or negative prices presented above are indicative only, 
as little or no spot market trading is occurring. 
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Table 1.3.1 – Virgin material commodity values end-May 2020 ($AUD/tonne) 

Material category Value Comments 

Fibre – Bleached softwood kraft (BSK) pulp $900–$1,000 BSK and BHK pulps are not directly competing with 
recycled fibre in the Australian market. Values provided to 
give some context on virgin pulp prices. Fibre – Bleached hardwood kraft (BHK) pulp $700–$800 

Glass – Virgin material inputs $550–$650 Estimate based on typical flint glass composition. 

Plastic – PET (1) virgin resin $1,350–$1,450 - 

Plastic – HDPE (2) virgin resin $1,400–$1,500 - 

Plastic – PVC (3) virgin resin $1,000–$1,200 Unplasticised PVC. 

Plastic – LDPE (4) virgin resin $1,400–$1,500 - 

Plastic – PP (5) virgin resin $1,550–$1,650 - 

Plastic – PS (6) virgin resin $1,900–$2,000 - 

Steel 
$400–$450 

London Metal Exchange (LME) post-consumer 
steel scrap price 

Aluminium $1,900–$2,000 LME aluminium alloy  
 

1.4 Export market review 

A summary of Victorian exports since January 2015 is provided in this section. In March 2020, 
Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia and India were the main export destinations for Victorian 
recovered kerbside materials. See Figure 1.4.1 for Victorian exports of kerbside materials, by 
country of destination, across the period of January 2015 to April 2020. The significant drop-
off in exports across 2017 and 2018 is clearly apparent. 

Exports across the first ten months of the 2019–20 financial year are an estimated 154,000 
tonnes, which is similar to the corresponding period in 2018–19 of 152,000 tonnes. 

 

Figure 1.4.1 – Victorian recovered kerbside materials, to export country (tonnes/month) 

 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 
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Table 1.4.1 below provides annual Victorian exports of kerbside materials, by country of 
destination, across the period of 2015–16 to 2019–20. 

Table 1.4.1 – Annual Victorian recovered kerbside materials, to export country (tonnes/yr) 

Countrya 
2015–16 

(tonnes) 

2016–17 

(tonnes) 

2017–18 

(tonnes) 

2018–19 

(tonnes) 

2019–20b 

(tonnes) 

Thailand  6 000  9 000  19 000  12 000  22 000 

Malaysia  4 000  7 000  35 000  23 000  29 000 

Indonesia  47 000  25 000  44 000  46 000  34 000 

India  14 000  13 000  16 000  17 000  19 000 

Vietnam  8 000  6 000  10 000  14 000  6 000 

China  234 000  200 000  78 000  51 000  27 000 

All other  14 000  16 000  16 000  24 000  16 000 

Total  327 000  276 000  218 000  187 000  153 000 
 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

a) Countries ranked by average of last three months of exports. 

b) Partial year across July 2019 to April 2020. 

 

Table 1.4.2 – Most recent monthly exports in Victorian recovered kerbside materials, to export country 

Countrya 
March 2020 

(tonnes) 

April 2020 

(tonnes) 

% change 

(%) 

Thailand  2 500  2 300 -8% 

Malaysia  2 800  3 200 14% 

Indonesia  5 900  5 300 -10% 

India  2 900  2 900 0% 

Vietnam   200   900 350% 

China  1 900  1 800 -5% 

All other  1 200  1 100 -8% 

Total  17 400  17 500 1% 
 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

a) Countries ranked by average of last three months of exports. 

 

1.5 Overview of status of countries with post-consumer import 

restrictions 

Provided here is an overview of the status (as of April 2020) of countries that receive major 
kerbside related post-consumer exports from Australia. There have been no significant 
changes from last month. 

• Bangladesh – No identified changes in import conditions. There have been no specific 
import restrictions identified for paper and paperboard, and the identified requirement for 
post-consumer plastics imports is that they do not contain any toxic or radioactive 
substances. 
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• China (restrictions on post-consumer plastic, paper, metals, and other types of 
post-consumer) – No change to the import restrictions which began in March 2018 and 
became more extensive at the end of 2018. The contamination threshold is currently 0.5 
per cent. 

At the end of December 2019, the Chinese foreshadowed a new standard on recycled 
plastic imports to take effect in April 2020. The new standard requires that all recycled 
pellets in the same shipment must have consistent physical properties. This change will 
probably further restrict imports of recyclate into China from all suppliers globally, whether 
in flake or pellet form. The introduction of this new standard may have been delayed due 
to the current circumstances. 

• India (restrictions on post-consumer plastics) – India announced bans in March 2019 
prohibiting post-consumer ‘solid plastic’ from being imported into the country, including in 
special economic zones. Exports of kerbside plastics from Victoria to India are fairly low, 
so this does not have major implications for exports. However, India is less likely to start 
importing significant quantities of post-consumer plastics. 

The pandemic is reported to have severely disrupted logistics systems and freight 
movements onto India. As a result, India is currently not issuing import permits for tin-plate 
steel can scrap (along with many other materials) during the Indian lockdown. It is 
anticipated that this situation will be resolved relatively soon. 

It was reported in January 2020 that India is planning on tightening its quality standards 
and imported mixed paper will be allowed a maximum of 1% contamination. Increased 
inspections are also reported to be planned. 

• Indonesia (new inspection regime) – It was reported in early bulletins that as of 1 April 
2019 all (100 per cent) post-consumer paper imports into Indonesia will be inspected at 
ports (up from around 10 per cent previously). However, in practice, it appears so far that 
inspection rates are somewhat elevated, rather than covering all imports. The 
contamination threshold (impurity limit) is 0.5 per cent, which is the same as China. 
Indonesia has sent some kerbside materials back to Australia in 2019 (August and 
September), but nothing in 2020 as yet. 

• Malaysia (restrictions on post-consumer plastics) – Restrictions implemented from 
July 2018, with a significant impact on post-consumer plastics imports. Many import 
permits were revoked following these restrictions coming into force. In May 2019, reports 
circulated in the media regarding further import restrictions for waste plastics. The 
Malaysian Environment Minister noted that plastics will be returned to their country of 
origin. Malaysia has sent relatively small quantities of kerbside materials back to Australia 
in 2019, but nothing in 2020 as yet. 

• Taiwan (restrictions on post-consumer paper and plastics) – Restrictions 
implemented from October 2018, with only OCC and other higher quality grades accepted. 
There are also restrictions on post-consumer plastics. Little material from Victoria has 
been shipped to Taiwan. 

• Thailand (restrictions on post-consumer plastics) – Restrictions implemented from 
August 2018, to escalate over the next two years, with tighter controls on e-waste imports 
also foreshadowed. Low quality plastic waste imports may be banned from 2021. 

• Vietnam (restrictions on post-consumer plastic, paper, metals and other types of 
post-consumer scrap products) – Restrictions implemented from around August 2018, 
with further tightening of post-consumer imports from late February 2019. Low quality 
plastic waste imports may be banned from 2025. 
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2. Resource markets 

2.1 Kerbside recovered paper & paperboard (~27 kt/month) 

Market developments this month 

Development 1 – International demand for Old Corrugated Cartons (OCC) was 
particularly impacted by the current circumstances. Initially, paper and board producers 
were closed for production and consequently ceased ordering OCC. When production 
reopened, producers found their local supplies curtailed, necessitating rapid ordering that saw 
exports from Victoria spike in February. However, prices did not increase until April, even as 
volumes received and exported began to soften. 

Development 2 – Virgin pulp price fall places (more) pressure on recovered paper 
prices. Global pulp prices declined around USD20/t in May 2020, in the main Chinese market, 
placing recovered paper prices – especially OCC – under increased pressure. 

Development 3 – Increased fragmentation of the market for newsprint and related 
grades. The production of recycled newsprint ended in Australia in late 2019, altering the 
supply chain, creating increased fragmentation in the market, allowing once secondary users 
(like the pet care sector) to become the major market. Recent newspaper closures will see the 
recovered volume slip further. 

Material overview and market summary 

Kerbside recovered paper & paperboard, as sorted by Victorian MRFs, is almost entirely 
produced as mixed paper & paperboard bales that consist of; OCC (50%), boxboard 
/cartonboard (12%), liquid paperboard (3%), newsprint & magazines (30%), and office paper 
(5%). Note that the percentage values are indicative estimates only, and the newsprint & 
magazine contribution in particular is falling. 

The domestic market for recovered paper is dominated by the two major producers of 
corrugated packaging materials and ultimately, of corrugated boxes. Their production appears 
to have been impacted by somewhat reduced (and altered) patterns of domestic 
manufacturing, and reduced demand for some Australian products, including fresh produce. 
While that may have placed a small dent in demand and production for packaging paper and 
paperboard, it has not particularly impacted the supply of recovered paper available to the 
sector. 

Two manufacturers—Orora and Visy—produce their own supply, receiving back much of the 
material they originally produced. But Australia is a net exporter of recovered fibre, including 
the dominant grade, Old Corrugated Cartons (OCC). That arises because the local supply 
chain is supplemented by a huge volume of corrugated packaging (at least 1.1 million 
tonnes/yr) that is imported as packaging for Australia’s proportionally very large import trade 
in goods. 

According to some buyers, recent months have seen competition for the better quality OCC – 
that coming from the smaller uncontracted parts of the C&I sector, where there are smaller 
quantities of higher quality material available. However, with end-product (corrugated box) 
prices locked in, there is a limit to what local mills can pay for some fibre. Recent export price 
spikes appear to have seen distressed international buyers get access to local material that in 
more normal situations would have remained in the local supply chain.  

For some grades, like the rapidly diminishing Old Newsprint (ONP) grades, once secondary 
markets have become more significant, but are now under intense pressure as newsprint 
consumption – and therefore ONP supply – crashes to historic lows from which there is no 
prospect of sustained recovery. Over the last half decade, demand for ONP has declined in 
Australia, as newsprint consumption itself declined. Once a major feedstock for recycled 
corrugated box production, ONP has necessarily become less important to those processors 
as supply has reduced.  
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Following the cessation of recycled newsprint production in Australia from late 2019, ONP is 
no longer recycled back into newspapers. Secondary users, like the pet care sector (eg. kitty 
litter), saw their access to supply improve for a time. That has rapidly been reduced over recent 
months however, as printed editions of many newspapers have been retired and some entire 
mastheads have been withdrawn altogether. 

A semi-dependent national market for ONP finds itself already short of supply that cannot be 
replaced. The only similar fibre source is the ‘adjacent’ magazine and catalogue grades that 
despite being coated, are at least manufactured from the same primary pulp source 
(mechanical and thermo-mechanical pulp). Those grades face the same demand pressures 
as newspapers, with magazine mastheads being retired and many less catalogues being 
printed, at least for the time being. Prospectively, the value of the recovered material is likely 
to increase, but whether to the extent it is able to be extracted from the kerbside volumes in 
which it is mixed, is another matter and is in any event, unlikely in Australia, given the costs of 
sorting. 

In February 2020, recovered paper exports from Victoria (all grades) lifted to a twenty-month 
high, reaching a total 45,600 tonnes. Volumes were similar in March, before they slid to 36,100 
tonnes in April. In each of February and March, OCC accounted for 59% (26,700 tonnes in 
February and 25,300 tonnes in March) of the higher monthly exports, falling back to 45% 
(16,200 tonnes) of the lower total in April. 

The driver for the large increase in February and March was Chinese recycled paperboard 
mills that effectively shorted themselves when they ceased ordering recovered paper (mainly 
OCC) as they were forced by COVID-19 to cease manufacturing.  

When the mills reopened, they found local Chinese supplies were significantly diminished and 
even non-existent because collections had stalled. Their rapid ordering allowed accumulated 
volumes of satisfactory quality material to be imported from elsewhere, supported by a return 
to sufficient supply of containers and adequate export freight options. 

This situation had no impact on the price in February, but by March, the higher-end export 
prices had lifted 18% on the prior month to average AUD169.59 /t (FOB), a year-long high. 
However, even as exports returned to lower levels in April, the Victorian price exploded 25% 
to reach an average AUD212.27 /t (FOB). The average OCC export price in April was 
AUD151.48 /t (FOB) but ranged from a low of AUD110.00 /t (FOB) to AUD236.77 /t (FOB). 
The average mixed recovered paper export price was AUD256.65 /t (FOB) in April, ranging 
from AUD79.19 /t (FOB) to AUD949.74 /t (FOB), the latter being recorded for a very small 
volume. This underscores the very wide range of recovered paper types that is exported under 
the ‘mixed’ designation. 

The twin drivers – rapid increase in demand in China and relative over-supply of highest quality 
OCC – combined in this situation, providing an example of the economic effects of the 
pandemic on supply chains. After being short on fibre, initially the Chinese paper and board 
producers were able to acquire stockpiled volumes of recovered paper (mainly OCC) from 
countries like Australia. However, confronted by slow domestic economies and disrupted 
internal recovered paper supply chains, producers were obliged to pay a little more for the 
supply they required. By the time their internal supply chains were back into some semblance 
of order, the volumes they required and in some cases had already ordered were in relatively 
short supply (for better quality material), allowing the recent price explosion. 

Some exporters have reported their May movements were returning to normal levels and the 
market was re-settling into the normal pattern that sees exporters largely being price takers. 
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This situation is likely to be further impacted by virgin pulp prices that declined in May 2020 by 
around USD20 /t (AUD27–29 /t) on average, in the main Chinese market. The landed price of 
virgin pulp in China is fast approaching the point where it represents a viable substitution 
alternative for recovered fibre, if not in full, then at least as a proportional blend in a majority 
recycled paper. In short, global recovered paper prices are likely to trend lower in the second 
half of 2020, but as with any commodity, rapid changes in market conditions and outcomes 
(volumes and prices) can continue to be expected. 

 

Figure 2.1.1 – Destination of Victorian MRF outputs (tonnes/month) – Kerbside paper & paperboard 

 

Note 1: Historical total monthly MRF outputs have been approximated in Figure 2.1.1 to enable comparison with 
monthly ABS customs export data. The overall trends are the key aspect of the figure. 

Note 2: The combined ‘Local reprocessing or storage’ estimate is indicative only, and these fates will be presented 
separately if this level of data becomes available. Landfill excludes disposal from storage and is an approximation 
based on annual waste to landfill rates. 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

 

Prices, demand and supply 

Largely constrained by local contracts for corrugated boxes, reported local sales prices have 
not moved markedly in recent months. 

The consequence of global supply and demand imbalances saw both volume and price spikes 
for export supply, especially in March, when OCC prices shot to year-long highs before 
crashing back in April as the new abnormal returned the ‘moment in the sun’ back to trend 
pricing. 

Global market conditions, including virgin pulp prices falling, point to lower recovered paper 
prices in the second half of 2020, at least on average. 

Key end-markets and related specifications 

There remain no new end-markets for kerbside recovered paper. It is anticipated there may be 
some new or marginally expanded opportunities in coming months, but these are likely to arise 
incrementally, rather than as new facilities or products. 
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Export and interstate market review 

As anticipated in the previous bulletin, Victorian recovered paper export volumes flattened in 
April and may fall in May, in line with the normalisation of demand in China and other recipient 
countries. For the kerbside volumes, for the first four months of 2020, exports were 35% higher 
compared with a year earlier. 

This appears to be a function of demand in international markets (see above) more than it 
relates to supply-side factors. The rise is likely to prove short-lived for all the reasons set out 
here.  

 

Figure 2.1.2 – Victorian recovered kerbside paper & paperboard, to export country (tonnes/month) 

 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

 

Table 2.1.1 – Annual Victorian recovered kerbside paper & paperboard, to export country (tonnes/yr) 

Countrya 
2015–16 

(tonnes) 

2016–17 

(tonnes) 

2017–18 

(tonnes) 

2018–19 

(tonnes) 

2019–20b 

(tonnes) 

Indonesia  45 000  22 000  35 000  32 000  20 000 

India  8 000  10 000  10 000  14 000  30 000 

Malaysia  1 000  2 000  11 000  7 000  17 000 

Thailand  2 000  4 000  14 000  11 000  5 000 

China  204 000  173 000  69 000  49 000  14 000 

Vietnam  2 000  3 000  7 000  13 000  24 000 

All other  3 000  5 000  7 000  7 000  5 000 

Total  265 000  219 000  153 000  133 000  115 000 
 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

a) Countries ranked by average of last three months of exports. 
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b) Partial year across July 2019 to April 2020. 

 

Table 2.1.2 – Most recent monthly change in Victorian recovered kerbside paper & paperboard, to export 

country (tonnes/month) 

Country 
February 2020 

(tonnes) 

March 2020 

(tonnes) 

% change 

(%) 

Indonesia  2 300  2 100 -9% 

India  5 700  5 200 -9% 

Malaysia  2 400  2 600 8% 

Thailand   200   800 300% 

China  1 400  1 800 29% 

Vietnam  1 600  1 500 -6% 

All other   200   300 50% 

Total  13 800  14 300 4% 
 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

 

Market risks, opportunities and activities 

Decaying international fibre prices are very challenging for a relatively low value commodity 
like recovered paper. A supply chain that is incapable of returning value back through each 
phase of the chain will ultimately collapse. 

It may be short term, but the impending decline in recovered fibre prices is likely to lead to 
further pain in the supply chain, especially for OCC. That represents a serious risk that can 
only be addressed by improved prices across the board – and therefore a recognition of the 
value of the fibre in the global marketplace – or by significant additional reprocessing that 
creates a product that itself has a market value, dictated by the existence of strong market 
demand. 

That is a very challenging proposition right now, but is a matter under active discussion by 
governments, processors and investors. 
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2.2 Kerbside recovered glass packaging (~9 kt/month) 

Market developments this month 

Development 1 – Reduced use of recycled glass. Due to the reduced beneficiation capacity 
from the GRS closure, the level of recycled glass (cullet) into new glass packaging has been 
reduced to just below 30%. This is despite strong pressure from brand owners seeking 
increased recycled content in their packaging. 

Development 2 – Potential sale of Owens Illinois. At the start of the year major glass 
packaging producer and recycler, Owens Illinois, put its Australian operations up for sale. 
current media reports suggest the Company has officially placed the sale of its Australian and 
New Zealand division on hold, instead opting to embark on a refinancing push. 

Development 3 – Kerbside reform announced. The Victorian Government has announced 
that it will assist local government to introduce a separate four bin collection system from  
2021. Four Victorian Councils have already introduced this service configuration, with the City 
of Yarra to join them in September 2020. 

Material overview and market summary 

The closure of the Glass Recovery Services (GRS) beneficiation facility, the loss of license 
and it being placed in external administration in January 2020, is resulting in significantly 
increased quantities of recovered glass from the Cleanaway (formerly SKM) MRFs in Laverton 
and Coolaroo going to the Alex Fraser glass recycling plant in Laverton for crushing into road 
base and asphalt construction applications as a sand product. 

The Alex Fraser Laverton facility is believed to be currently processing around 400 tonnes per 
day into asphalt and other construction applications. 

There are at least two other sites in Melbourne providing glass material into road construction 
products. One of these is the Repurpose It facility in Epping, which can wash crushed glass to 
produce an aggregate that meets specifications for road construction. It is worth noting though 
that the focus of this facility is on processing excavated construction material (mostly clean fill) 
to produce aggregates sorted by size profile and is not on glass washing. 

The demand for packaging glass-based sand replacement product is high in Victoria as it 
competes well on price and quality with quarried sand. 

Polytrade has increased the quantity of glass going through their Dandenong beneficiation 
plant. It is now operating at 40,000 tonnes/yr, and subject to the quality of the input, Polytrade 
report that the facility could go to 50,000 tonnes/yr (or higher) with the input of cleaner glass 
from source segregated collections. Polytrade report that they are increasing their intake by 
emptying their warehouses of stored material and sourcing some from southern NSW  

With the constrained Victorian beneficiation situation there is also interstate transfers now 
occurring of cullet to meet Victorian furnace needs. It will not be possible to achieve increased 
recycled content in glass packaging until beneficiation capacity increases in Melbourne and 
Sydney. Polytrade is commissioning a new glass beneficiation plant in Sydney, and Visy is 
purchasing and plans on operating the (former) GRS facility in Sydney. 

Removal of the large stockpile of glass at the closed GRS plant in Coolaroo is now nearing 
completion. The EPA stepped into managing site safety under its environmental protection 
powers from late October 2019, and so far has removed more than 120,000 tonnes of material 
from the site. This has been done to address hot spots in the stockpiles and to improve access 
for emergency services vehicles. 

While some of the removed material has been assessed as heavily contaminated and 
landfilled, most of the recently removed glass, has gone for road construction and asphalt 
production. It is now expected that the site may be cleared in the next month. 
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Stockpiles of glass have also been reducing at sites controlled by Visy Recycling and 
Polytrade. Stockpiled glass at other sites, including Alex Fraser are not increasing or 
considered problematic. 

Much of the recently removed material has been assessed as heavily contaminated and 
landfilled. Some material which is predominantly glass, has gone for road construction and 
asphalt production. 

The losses of glass in collection and sorting has resulted in several councils collecting glass 
packaging at kerbside in a separate container. This also reduces wear and tear on processing 
equipment by removing small glass fragments from recovered paper. 

Glass separate collections have commenced at Hobsons Bay, Macedon Ranges Council, 
Moyne and Warrnambool council areas so far in 2020. The City of Yarra has announced it will 
follow this with a glass recycling bin from September, after running a trial to 1,300 households 
in June 2019. All these councils have used purple lids for glass recycling with most opting for 
a monthly collection cycle. Warrnambool and Yarra have opted to collect on a fortnightly basis. 

A summary of the latest information on new glass bin service configurations is provided in the 
following table. 

 

Table 2.1.2 – Glass bin (separate) service configurations 

Council Frequency Bin size (L) Glass destination 

Hobsons Bay Monthly 120 Currently Alex Fraser Group and construction. 
Seeking beneficiation capacity. 

Macedon Monthly 140 Currently Alex Fraser Group and construction. 

Moyne Monthly 120 Fulton Hogan Warrnambool for local roads. 

Warrnambool Fortnightly 120 Fulton Hogan Warrnambool for local roads. 

Yarra Fortnightly TBC Polytrade beneficiation and new packaging (trial 
quantities). Full service to start in September. 

 

Source: SV. 

 

In its recently released policy Recycle Victoria, the Victorian Government announced the 
statewide introduction of a glass recycling bin from 2021. In addition, there has been an 
announcement that a container deposit scheme will be developed and introduced, and this is 
also likely to result in significant quantities of uncontaminated glass suitable for use in new 
glass packaging. 

The experience of other states and territories suggests that glass packaging returned through 
container deposit schemes is significantly cleaner and has a higher demand and value 
compared with glass from MRFs. This material still requires beneficiation for contaminant 
control, sizing and colour sorting, and at this stage is not all being returned to glass packaging. 
The demand for more recycled glass back into packaging also then needs to be driven by 
brandowners, O-I and Orora. 

With the majority of the Cleanaway glass going into road base at a negative gate fee, and 
separate glass collections coming, and then CDS, we are tens of thousands of tonnes short of 
the required glass beneficiation capacity. For this reason increased glass beneficiation 
infrastructure is seen as a very high priority for the State. 

Figure 2.2.1 provides data on movements in export and local destinations of kerbside collected 
glass since the beginning of 2015. Glass exports are generally low and sporadic. 
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Figure 2.2.1 – Destination of Victorian MRF outputs (tonnes/month) – Kerbside glass 

 

Note 1: Historical total monthly MRF outputs have been approximated in Figure 2.2.1 to enable comparison with 
monthly ABS customs export data. The overall trends are the key aspect of the figure. 

Note 2: The combined ‘Local reprocessing or storage’ estimate is indicative only, and these fates will be presented 
separately if this level of data becomes available. Landfill excludes disposal from storage and is an approximation 
based on annual waste to landfill rates. 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

 

Prices, demand and supply 

Gate fee rates for MRFs sending material for beneficiation can vary, based on quality and 
quantities. Gate fees of $0 /tonne at the outgoing gate of the MRF (EXW MRF) to -$30 /tonne 
are reported, if the glass is going to beneficiation. Prices are even lower if the glass is going 
into other applications (such as construction). 

Delivered MRF sorted mixed glass destined for road base or asphalt production incurs a gate 
fee that is greater than the fee into beneficiation, but less than a landfill gate fee. On average 
it is expected to be around -$80 /tonne (so a significant cost to the MRF operators). 

There was a small amount of separated glass going directly from pubs and clubs to 
beneficiation, but this has largely ceased during the recent COVID-19 lockdown. 

The cost of beneficiation for food grade is estimated at around $150–$200 /tonne but is 
dependent on the source and processing requirement of the incoming glass. 

Following beneficiation O-I then receives the glass cullet from beneficiation plants in most 
major cities nationally, including Melbourne at its Spotswood facility. The price paid by O-I to 
these facilities has remained largely unchanged in recent years. 

The reduced beneficiation capacity has restricted the amount of glass suitable for production. 
There is an increased focus on increasing this shortfall in beneficiation capacity. 

Cullet use in packaging manufacture has therefore dropped and now makes up just under 30 
per cent of the input to O-I glass manufacture in Victoria. Some glass cullet has been 
transferred to plants in NSW and SA to fulfill colour requirements in these states. 
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Key end-markets and related specifications 

Beyond taking used glass packaging back into packaging production, for which there may only 
be a future national demand of 0.5 million tonnes nationally (leaving 0.7 million tonnes requiring 
alternative uses), there are a range of other secondary markets that can be used, but these 
do not offer a high market price. These include the major market of glass into asphalt, road 
base material and sand for construction, and smaller markets for abrasives, and filter media. 

Export and interstate market review 

Glass cullet is generally not exported due to its low value and significant weight relative to 
shipping costs. There has been little reported export of glass for recycling from Victoria in 2020 
(only a few hundred tonnes). The ban on the export of unprocessed (i.e. not beneficiated) glass 
will come into force from January 2021. 

Market risks, opportunities and activities 

The closure of the GRS glass beneficiation facility is currently resulting in Cleanaway's sorted 
packaging glass (which previously went to GRS) going to Alex Fraser for use as a sand 
substitute in asphalt. 

A major risk to glass recycling relate to the fact that there is significantly more glass in supply 
than there is beneficiation capacity. Significant new beneficiation capacity is required, 
particularly given the new high-quality and large-volume collections that can be anticipated 
once kerbside glass collections and the container deposit scheme are established. 

Furthermore, national glass demand back into packaging cannot absorb all the packaging 
glass supply even if beneficiated, and so continuing and significant non-packaging end-
markets for recovered glass will continue to be required, or exports markets for the beneficiated 
glass will be required. 

These other end-markets for the glass, such as the construction sector, are needed even 
though this results in the glass being down-cycled into construction materials. 
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2.3 Kerbside recovered plastic packaging (~5 kt/month) 

Market developments this month 

Development 1 – As reported previously virgin resin prices for PET, PE and PP 
continue to be trending down. The low prices for oil and gas, along with massive new 
virgin resin manufacturing capacity internationally across the 2017–2022 period, are resulting 
in downwards trending virgin resin prices, that are already at the lowest prices in many years. 
This reduces the competitiveness of recycled resins for the foreseeable future. 

Development 2 – Current demand for MRF grade PET is very low. Recycled PET 
demand is mostly being met by CDS grade PET. 

Development 3 – Overseas markets are deteriorating. Post-consumer plastics exports from 
Victoria are now at the lowest levels since 2015 at least. 

Material overview and market summary 

Plastics collected through kerbside collections are generally sent to MRFs and sorted from 
commingled recycling into either a single mixed plastics grade (1–7 plastic-polymer mix), or 
more commonly three grades, which are PET, HDPE and the residual mixed plastics grade (a 
3–7 plastic-polymer mix, but with some residual quantities of PET and HDPE still present). 

Figure 2.3.1 provides data on the change in exports of kerbside recovered plastic packaging 
since the beginning of 2015. The trend in exports across the first quarter of 2020 has been 
downwards, and April/May export performance is anticipated to continue this trend. It is likely 
that reasonable quantities of baled mixed kerbside plastic packaging continue to be placed 
into storage by MRF operators. 

 

Figure 2.3.1 – Destination of Victorian MRF outputs (tonnes/month) – Kerbside plastic packaging 

 

Note 1: Historical total monthly MRF outputs have been approximated in the figure above to enable comparison 
with monthly ABS customs export data. The overall trends are the key aspect of the figure. 

Note 2: The combined ‘Local reprocessing or storage’ estimate is indicative only, and these fates will be presented 
separately if this level of data becomes available. Landfill excludes disposal from storage and is an approximation 
based on annual waste to landfill rates. 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 



 

27 
 

 

Baled PET and HDPE packaging is processed and remanufactured locally, and also exported 
to a range of countries. The main overseas destinations in the first four months of 2020 have 
been Malaysia (65%) and China (17%). Across the first half of 2019 Indonesia made up 47% 
of Victorian kerbside plastics exports, but exports to Indonesia across the last six months have 
been negligible. 

Prices, demand and supply 

There continues to be reasonably strong local and export markets for clean PET bales that are 
collected and sorted to specification. Internationally reported traded spot prices fell from $400 
/tonne (EXW MRF) in June 2019 to around $300 /tonne in December. However, prices appear 
to have held fairly steady at this lower level across October–May, perhaps softening 
somewhat. 

The price of recycled resin is linked to the price for virgin resin. PET resin prices have been 
experiencing increasing downward pressure over the first quarter of 2020. However, this has 
been offset by the deteriorating exchange rate. When the exchange rate improves, as it 
currently is, it can be expected that virgin PET resin prices (in AUD) will go down, decreasing 
the competitiveness of recycled PET with virgin PET. 

The situation has worsened significantly for HDPE over the first four months of 2020. Prices 
for washed and flaked/pelletised material have softened since December from around the 
$600–$650 /tonne level to $450–$500 /tonne by the end of April 2020. Prices across May 
appear to have been fairly steady. 

HDPE virgin resin prices fell significantly across the second half of 2019, and further falls 
appear likely over the next few months, due to the combination of reduced demand due to the 
pandemic and new polyethylene capacity coming online globally. The new PE capacity that is 
scheduled for completion across the 2020–2023 period is massive and represents another 
20% or more on top of existing capacity at the end of 2019. It is hard to overstate the 
significance of this new capacity and low oil/gas prices, and the potential negative implications 
for HDPE and LDPE recycling markets over the longer term. 

The market for mixed plastic packaging bales continues to be very poor at $0 /tonne or less, 
assuming it can be sold. 

Key end-markets and related specifications 

Exported plastics packaging has specifications relating mostly to contamination levels. The 
positive sorting of PET and HDPE that is undertaken at MRFs allows the baled material to 
generally meet these specifications without major difficulty or manual sorting input. 

Previously plastics packaging has been overwhelmingly exported to China, until the latest 
round of restrictions. Since September 2019 Malaysia has been the largest destination for 
Victoria kerbside plastics. For the 12 months prior to this Indonesia had been the major 
destination. 

Across the first quarter of 2020 China is still the second largest destination of post-consumer 
plastics exported from Victoria, after Malaysia. China has been slowly receiving increasing 
quantities, off a very low base, since the middle of last year. 

Export and interstate market review 

As previously reported there is concern that post-consumer plastics import restrictions into 
south-east Asian countries, including Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam and Malaysia, are now 
placing processors in those countries under severe stress due to insufficient supply. The very 
large plastics reprocessing capacity that has relocated to these countries across 2018 and 
2019 is effectively starved of supply. 

Post-consumer plastic imports into Malaysia appear to be have been fairly steady or even 
growing across the first quarter of 2020, but has fallen in April. Imports into China appear to 
be growing slowly to the end of April. 
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Exports of kerbside recovered mixed plastic packaging have dropped dramatically over the 
past few years (see Table 2.3.2), and are continuing a mostly downwards trend into the first 
four months of 2020. 

The falls since the 2016–17 year were driven entirely by lost sales to China, with exports to 
Indonesia and Malaysia taking up some of this material. The saturation and restriction of 
imports into Indonesia has left Victoria highly exposed to Malaysian import conditions, albeit 
at a lower level than the historical level of exposure to China. 

 

Figure 2.3.2 – Victorian recovered kerbside plastic packaging, export country (t/month) 

 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

 

Table 2.3.2 – Annual Victorian recovered kerbside plastics, to export country (tonnes/yr) 

Countrya 
2015–16 

(tonnes) 

2016–17 

(tonnes) 

2017–18 

(tonnes) 

2018–19 

(tonnes) 

2019–20b 

(tonnes) 

Malaysia  1 900  1 500  11 300  6 800  11 100 

China  29 600  27 200  8 200  1 600  2 800 

Vietnam  3 600  3 100  3 000  1 000   400 

Romania   0   0   0   100   500 

Taiwan   700   700   800  2 500  1 600 

All other  6 000  5 600  12 200  16 100  3 900 

Total  41 800  38 100  35 500  28 100  20 300 
 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

a) Countries ranked by average of last three months of exports. 

b) Partial year across July 2019 to April 2020. 
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Table 2.3.3 – Most recent monthly change in Victorian recovered plastics, to export country (tonnes/month) 

Country 
March 2020 

(tonnes) 

April 2020 

(tonnes) 

% change 

(%) 

Malaysia  1 300  1 100 -15% 

China   300   300 0% 

Vietnam   0   100 #DIV/0! 

Romania   0   0 #DIV/0! 

Taiwan   100   100 0% 

All other  1 300  1 100 -15% 

Total  1 800  1 700 -6% 
 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

 

Market risks, opportunities and activities 

There continues to be significant and growing demand for high-quality PET and HDPE 
packaging recyclate for remanufacturing into many applications, included packaging, here in 
Australia. In addition, strong export markets exist for high-quality sorted and washed flake and 
pellets. However, a significant shortfall exists in suitable reprocessing capacity locally. 

There is significant new capacity that has either started operating in the last year, or is reported 
to be coming online in the next 1–3 years. A summary of this future capacity, that has a 
kerbside packaging focus, is provided in the following table. Note that the estimated capacity 
figures in this table are highly provisional. We will continue to update this list as information on 
new reprocessing facility commitments become public. 

Table 2.3.3 – Major new or upgraded Australian plastics reprocessing facilities (kerbside packaging focussed) 

Facility name Location Est. capacity 

(tonnes/yr) 

Highest reprocessing level Other comments 

Advanced Circular 
Polymers (ACP) 

Somerton VIC 20 000–70 000 Sorting and 
shredding/granulation 

Non-food grade flake 
production 

Coca-Cola Amatil / 
Veolia 

Unknown Unknown Sorting, shredding/ 
granulation and pelletising 

Food grade rPET and 
rHDPE production 

PACT Group / 
Cleanaway 

Albury NSW 28 000 Sorting, shredding/ 
granulation and pelletising 

Food grade rPET and 
rHDPE production 

PACT Group Wacol QLD 7 000 New product manufacture LDPE film processing 

Martogg LCM Dandenong VIC 23 000 Sorting, shredding/ 
granulation and pelletising 

Food grade rPET 
production 

Recycled Plastics 
Australia 

Kilburn SA 10 000–20 000 Sorting, shredding/ 
granulation and pelletising 

Non-food grade flake and 
pellet production 

Total - 83 000–143 000 - - 
 

Note: Updated to June 2020 

 

Markets for mixed polymer and low value post-consumer plastic packaging continue to be 
under-developed or non-existent. 

As strong markets exist for clean and sorted PET, HDPE, LDPE and PP, the use of these 
plastics in consumer packaging, without other polymer additives, would see more packaging 
sorted and sold at high prices. 



 

30 

2.4 Kerbside recovered metal packaging (~2 kt/month) 

Market developments this month 

Development 1 – Continued stockpiling by MRF operators and scrap metal traders in 
Victoria. India is not currently issuing import permits for tin-plate steel can bales. India is the 
main destination of this material from Victoria (and globally). This is causing stockpiling and 
falling prices by MRF operators and scrap metal traders here in Victoria. 

Material overview and market summary 

Steel and aluminium cans, mostly recovered through kerbside recycling collections from 
households, account for only a small fraction of overall metals recovery from Victoria. 

MRFs are well equipped to separate these materials from household collections into 
marketable grades of recyclate, which although small in volume (around 3–4 per cent of the 
average household recycling bin) represent a valuable source of revenue for MRFs. 

Recovered steel packaging is considered a low-value form of steel post-consumer, but it still 
saleable into overseas markets, sometimes by blending it into mixed grade steel products (e.g. 
'black iron'). It is not purchased by local smelter operators in any volume. 

Figure 2.4.1 provides data on the change in exports of kerbside recovered metal packaging 
since the beginning of 2017. Exports have been trending sharply downwards since the 
beginning of 2020. 

 

Figure 2.4.1 – Destination of Victorian MRF outputs (tonnes/month) – Metal packaging 

 

Note 1: Historical total monthly MRF outputs have been approximated in the figure above to enable comparison 
with monthly ABS customs export data. The overall trends are the key aspect of the figure. 

Note 2: The combined ‘Local reprocessing or storage estimate is indicative only, and these fates will be presented 
separately if this level of data becomes available. Landfill excludes disposal from storage and is an approximation 
based on annual waste to landfill rates. 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 
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As reported in the previous bulletin it is understood that India is not currently issuing import 
permits for tin-plate steel can bales. India is the main destination of this material from Victoria 
(and globally). This is causing some stockpiling by MRF operators and scrap metal traders 
here in Victoria and is starting to have an impact on prices. Aluminium beverage can bales are 
not impacted by these import restrictions. 

The baled steel and aluminium packaging are sent to a fairly wide range of countries, with the 
main destinations being India, South Korea, Thailand and Taiwan in the first quarter of 2020. 
Almost all recovered metal packaging is sold into export markets, with no Victorian tin-plated 
steel or aluminium packaging identified as being reprocessed in Australia. 

Prices, demand and supply 

There is now little steel or aluminium packaging post-consumer reprocessed in Australia. 
However, international markets for these commodities remain strong. 

There is no significant distressed storage of steel or aluminium packaging. However, this could 
change over the next 2–3 months for steel cans should Indian ports remain closed. 

Previously there have been no limits on quantity of steel or aluminium packaging into 
international markets. However, we currently have a taste of how that could change. The next 
2–3 months will be important for scrap steel can markets globally. 

Tin-plate steel packaging is not reprocessed in Australia, is low value, and there are reports of 
high levels of contamination. It is increasing risk of future import restrictions by receiving 
countries, particularly if mixed grade post-consumer steel imports (e.g. black steel grades) are 
restricted. It is worth noting that black steel is designated as an essential material by the Indian 
Government, and import restrictions are not likely. 

The price of steel packaging is strongly linked to global steel pricing. The current price received 
for baled steel packaging is probably around $90–$100 /tonne (EXW MRF), but minimal trading 
is occurring. 

The price of shipped aluminium packaging is linked to virgin aluminium pricing. The current 
price received for baled aluminium beverage cans is approximately $950–$1050 (EXW MRF). 

Key end-markets and related specifications 

Exported steel packaging has specifications relating to contamination levels and bale density. 
The sorting that is undertaken at MRFs allows the baled material to meet these specifications 
without major difficulty or manual sorting input. A similar situation exists for aluminium 
packaging. 

Generally steel and aluminium packaging is recycled back into the respective post-consumer 
metal pools and go into durable applications such as vehicles, building materials and many 
other products. 

Export and interstate market review 

The exported steel and aluminium packaging are sold into large markets with most metal 
coming from non-packaging sources. The material flows from all countries and is destined for 
wherever the demand requires material for production. Unlike some other materials, there is 
no way of knowing the origin of the steel or aluminium in new product. Demand and pricing 
can increase or decrease based on worldwide supply and demand conditions. 

If a large market such as India suffered a longer-term contraction in economic activity due to 
the current circumstances this could result in ongoing price reductions. The worldwide virgin 
steel and aluminium production capacities are also changing and a contraction or expansion 
in capacity will influence pricing. 

Exports of kerbside recovered metal packaging have remained fairly steady over the last few 
years, but with a downward trend across 2018–19, and some recovery since, driven in the 
last 5–6 months up a general upswing in exports to India to the end of March. 
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However, as anticipated, Indian exports have dropped off sharply over April, and this material 
is currently being stockpiled locally rather than exported to other countries. 

 

Figure 2.4.2 – Victorian recovered kerbside metal packaging, to export country (tonnes/month) 

 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

 

Table 2.4.2 – Annual Victorian recovered kerbside metals, to export country (tonnes/yr) 

Countrya 
2015–16 

(tonnes) 

2016–17 

(tonnes) 

2017–18 

(tonnes) 

2018–19 

(tonnes) 

2019–20b 

(tonnes) 

South Korea  2 600  2 600  2 000  4 000  4 000 

India  5 200  2 400  5 100  2 400  2 800 

Thailand  1 400  1 800   0   400  1 000 

Saudi Arabia   0   400   600  1 000  1 100 

All other  8 600  7 400  10 100  6 000  4 700 

Total  17 800  14 600  17 800  13 800  13 600 
 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

a) Countries ranked by average of last three months of exports. 

b) Partial year across July 2019 to April 2020. 
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Table 2.4.3 – Most recent monthly change in Victorian recovered metals, to export country (tonnes/month) 

Country 
March 2020 

(tonnes) 

April 2020 

(tonnes) 

% change 

(%) 

South Korea   400   400 0% 

India   400   400 0% 

Thailand   200   200 0% 

Saudi Arabia   100   100 0% 

All other   300   200 -33% 

Total  1 400  1 300 -7% 
 

Source: ABS (2020) and Envisage Works 

 

Market risks, opportunities and activities 

The global steel and aluminium markets have both been able to consistently absorb metal 
packaging from kerbside systems, better than the local or global markets for any of the other 
packaging materials. This is primarily due to the lack of barriers in using MRF-sourced metal 
packaging into many steel and aluminium market outlets. 

If there was a dramatic negative shift in supply/demand at a global level, this could lead to 
significant price reductions for baled steel or aluminium packaging. However, there is no 
reason to believe that this is currently a major risk. Although the Indian import restrictions 
require careful monitoring. 
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3. Special topic 

Each bulletin examines a special topic area or two. These provide a deeper examination of 
specific issues of interest to a broad audience, while updating and building on the core 
information and time-series data that are integral to the bulletin each month. 

This month the bulletin looks at a major issue of single-use plastic products (SUPPs). 

Please refer to the earlier bulletins for the numerous special topics explored in those editions. 

Global action on single-use plastic products 

By Sustainable Resource Use and Envisage Works 

Global bans 

About 112 countries, states and cities around the world have already commenced eliminating/ 
phasing out various single-use plastic products (SUPPs). And the list of these restrictions 
continues to grow. Plastic bags and, to a certain extent, foamed plastic products like expanded 
polystyrene have been the main focus of government action so far. Others focus on packaging 
such as straws, cups, plates, cutlery and bottles. 

In 2018 the United Nations released a Single Use Plastics Roadmap for Sustainability. Also in 
2018, The Global Commitment was launched. It is led by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, in 
collaboration with the UN Environment Programme. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation leads the 
engagement with the private sector (the business signatories and endorsers), and UNEP leads 
the engagement with the governments. 

In a directive passed in May 2019 concerning single-use plastics, the European Union (EU) 
prohibits member states from selling certain plastic products from 2021 onwards. This single-
use plastic ban concerns products that are frequently found in the environment and for which 
alternatives are offered on the market. An example is plastic cutlery (forks, knives, spoons, 
chopsticks) that are thrown away after being used once or twice. 

In the EU, 80–85% of marine litter, measured as beach litter counts, is plastic, with single-use 
plastic items representing 50%. The EU May 2019 Directive is closely linked to marine litter 
and EU commitments to reduce ocean pollution.  

SUPPs are typically intended to be used just once or for a short period of time before being 
disposed of. Examples of food containers to be considered as single-use plastic products for 
the purposes of the Directive are fast-food containers or meal, sandwich, wrap and salad boxes 
with cold or hot food, or food containers of fresh or processed food that does not need further 
preparation. Wet wipes for personal care and domestic use (typically made from non-woven 
polypropylene fibre) are also within the scope of the Directive. 

The Plastics Pact and Australian Action 

The Plastics Pact, also facilitated by the Ellen Macarthur Foundation, is a network of local and 
regional (cross-border) initiatives which brings together key stakeholders to implement 
solutions towards a circular economy for plastic. This began in Europe and has been embraced 
in many other areas around the globe.  

The Plastics Pact network will expand to potentially include Australia, New Zealand, and the 
Pacific Island nations. The ANZPAC Plastics Pact was announced by The Australian 
Packaging Covenant Organisation (APCO) at the Federal Government’s National Plastics 
Summit in Canberra, Australia on the 2nd March. 

Across Australia most states and territories, and a growing number of councils, are developing 
SUPP legislation, regulation and/or policies. At all levels these generally have a strong 
emphasis on reuse and seek to avoid switching one single use material for another. The 
emphasis is more on resource savings and developing a circular approach, rather than just a 
marine litter focus. 



 

35 
 

Moving away from SUPPs 

For certain SUPPs, suitable and more sustainable alternatives are not yet readily available, 
and the consumption of these SUPPs is expected to increase. To reverse that trend and to 
promote efforts towards more sustainable solutions new measures will be required, for 
example by setting national consumption reduction targets, to achieve an ambitious and 
sustained reduction in the consumption of those products, without compromising food hygiene 
or safety. For other single-use plastic products, suitable and more sustainable alternatives that 
are also affordable are readily available. 

With regard to single-use plastic products for which no suitable and more sustainable 
alternatives are readily available, extended producer responsibility schemes or similar may be 
required to cover the necessary costs of waste management and clean-up of litter as well as 
the costs of awareness raising measures to prevent and reduce such litter. 

How much do we use? 

Finally, to provide some context, here are some recent estimates of major SUPPs usage in 
Australia. This data is based on a series of interviews undertaken with SUPP brand-owners 
and distributors across late 2019. 

 

Table 3.1 – Australian consumption of major SUPPs in 2018–19 

SUPP 

Weight Number Average 
weight 

Per capita 
use 

(tonnes) (million units) (g/unit) (units/person.yr) 

Single use HDPE bag (supermarket type) 7,000 1,300 5.4 50.9 

Reusable LDPE bag (supermarket type) 14,700 510 29.2 19.9 

Reusable non-woven PP bag1 7,200 70 97.7 2.9 

Single use produce bag 2,300 1,050 2.2 41.2 

Single use LDPE bag (boutique type) 1,500 50 29.1 2.0 

Plastic straws  2 100  3 000 0.7 117.9 

Plastic drink stirrers   100   111 0.9 4.4 

Paper straws2  1 800  1 500 1.2 59.0 

Plastic cutlery  2 300   515 4.5 20.2 

Plastic plates  1 200   107 11.3 4.2 

Paper plates2   400   28 14.3 1.1 

EPS beverage containers   800   232 3.4 9.1 

EPS food containers   500   56 8.9 2.2 

Hot cups  19 500  1 772 11.0 69.6 

Cold cups  9 700   650 14.9 25.5 

Lids for disposable cups  5 000  1 695 2.9 66.6 
 

1. Includes non-woven PP cooler bags and polyester bags. 

2. Paper single-use product consumption provided for context. 

Source: Envisage Works. 

 

4. Supporting material 

Please refer to the document Resource Recovery Market Bulletin (glossary and references) 
for a detailed glossary of the terms used throughout the bulletins, and a listing of the references 
and other sources drawn on in the development of the bulletins. 
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This document is available for download at: 
https://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/Business/Investment-facilitation/Recovered-resources-
market-bulletin. 

https://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/Business/Investment-facilitation/Recovered-resources-market-bulletin
https://www.sustainability.vic.gov.au/Business/Investment-facilitation/Recovered-resources-market-bulletin

