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Recycling Rates 
 

 
Clarification of Terms:   By “Recycling Rate” we mean the amount of material “sent for recycling” 
compared to the amount that was originally generated or consumed in the marketplace.  It is what has 
been collected for recycling minus any residue (contamination) removed at the initial processing stage 
(at a material recovery facility or MRF, for example). 
 
The term “recovery rate” is commonly used as well, but this should be avoided because it tends to 
encourage confusion when international comparisons are made.  Canadians are suitably impressed, for 
example, when they hear of European packaging “recovery” rates of 70, 80 or even 90 percent.  What 
they frequently don’t realize is that the high “recovery” numbers from Europe usually include packaging 
materials sent to energy-from-waste (EFW) plants as well. 
 
A further definition (“True Recycling Rate”) may well be required in future as material end-markets deal 
with the greatly increased contamination levels resulting from the widespread adoption by major urban 
municipalities of single-stream collection and processing.  Paper, plastic, glass and metal are all thrown 
together to make it simpler for the householder, but there is a quality cost downstream as the material 
is cleaned up and sold as new product.  Ontario’s Blue Box system, for example, claimed a packaging 
“recovery rate” of 55% in 2009.  In fact, the real or true recycling rate may have been quite a bit lower 
than this because the rate only covers what municipalities sent to the end-market.  It did not take into 
account the much greater “reject” or residue levels in single-stream systems that paper recycling mills, 
for example, are now having to deal with and pay to landfill. 
 
What are the recycling rates for paper packaging?:   Unfortunately, the only national data compiled on 
packaging sent for recycling is now quite dated (see The Inconvenient Truth about Packaging Waste in 
Canada in the reports section of www.ppec-paper.com).  Data on industrial recycling is limited to say the 
least. Better information is available on residential recycling performance.  PPEC recently estimated that 
the residential recycling rate for the main paper packaging grades (corrugated and boxboard) had 
reached an impressive 65% for most Canadians. The council based its findings on four provinces 
representing 86% of Canada’s population (Ontario, Quebec, British Columbia and Alberta).  Ontario had 
the highest residential paper packaging recycling rate of the four provinces (at 77%). Corrugated had a 
higher overall rate (of 75%) than old boxboard (52%).  See Report on 65% Residential Recovery at 
www.ppec-paper.com.  
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