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THE NATIONAL RECYCLING CRISIS – HOW DID 
WE GET HERE? 

In Australia, significant amounts of recyclable materials have 
been exported offshore.  In 2011, China adopted regulations 
aimed at reducing contamination in imported material and in 
2017, a campaign referred to as “National Sword’ was launched 
to enforce their regulations. Since January 2018, China’s ban 
on the importation of contaminated recyclable materials has 
been in force.1  This ban has exposed significant weaknesses 
in Australia’s national recycling system which relied in part on 
exporting materials to China.
 

By July 2019, SKM Recycling – Victoria’s largest recycler servicing 
33 local councils -  had stockpiled so much combustible 
recyclable waste (that could no longer be exported) that the 
Environment Protection Authority ultimately issued a ban on 
SKM from receiving any more recyclable material at its Laverton 
North site.2  Subsequently, SKM informed councils that it would 
not accept material at any of its sites for an uncertain period of 
time. This has meant that most of SKM’s contracted councils, 
including the City of Whittlesea, has had no choice but to 
send recyclable material to landfill while continuing kerbside 
collections.3  

City of Whittlesea residents are committed to 
recycling. However, our national recycling system 
is in crisis and requires significant overhaul. With 
the right policy leadership and investment, our 
recycling system can be saved and strengthened. 
These are the key actions we seek from the  
State and Federal Governments: 

URGENT NEED TO  

RESCUE OUR 
RECYCLING 

What is needed: 
State Government  

Action 1:  Invest in recycling infrastructure 
Action 2:  Fund and support market development 
Action 3: Introduce a container deposit scheme 
Action 4: Bolster community education 
Action 5: Strengthen industry oversight / regulation

Federal Government  

Action 1: Mandate product stewardship 
Action 2: Tackle consumer packaging 
Action 3: Strengthen the National Waste Policy 
Action 4: Regulate / ban production and importation  
  of hard-to-recycle materials  
Action 5: Standardise package labelling and certify   
  use of recycled content

 



FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

Action 1:  Mandate product stewardship

  Introduce mandatory product stewardship for all  
  products that generate waste. Put clear and  
  binding targets within the Product Stewardship Act  
  to drive action by industry. This approach would  
  align with the polluter-pays principle, incentivising  
  designers and producers to take responsibility for  
  the environmental impacts of their products.

Action 2:  Tackle consumer packaging

  In partnership with state and territory ministers,  
  review the National Environment Protection (Used  
  Packaging Materials) Measure 2011 to impose  
  mandatory participation and binding obligations  
  across the consumer packaging chain. As an interim  
  measure, clarify obligations on industry so that it’s  
  easier to hold them to account. 

Action 3:  Strengthen the National Waste Policy

  In partnership with state and territory ministers,  
  adopt an action plan for the National Waste Policy  
  that includes firm and ambitious targets and  
  timelines that fast-track our transition to a circular  
  economy.

Action 4:  Regulate/ban production and importation of  
  hard-to-recycle materials 

Action 5:  Standardise package labelling and certify  
  use of recycled content 

  Mandate adoption of the Australasian Recycling  
  Label for all consumer packaging sold in Australia  
  and adopt a certification system for recycled  
  content in line with the US or European models.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

As for local government action, we support the sector coming 
together to advance the following actions: 

Action 1:  Collaborate for market expansion

  Working with the Victorian government, investigate  
  and support options to collaboratively procure  
  kerbside recycling services with the aim of   
  enhancing competition and attracting new  
  investment in recycling in Victoria. This process is  
  currently underway. 

Action 2:  Educate the community

  Continue to develop and support delivery of  
  community education that focuses on reducing  
  waste and minimising contamination in recycling  
  bins. Undertake regular bin audits to reduce  
  contamination in kerbside recycling.

Action 3:  Buy recycled

  Wherever feasible, support market development  
  via procurement of recycled content, both for  
  corporate operations, services and infrastructure  
  programs.

Action 4:  Explore stream separation 

  Working with industry, pilot collection services that  
  separates glass from the rest of kerbside recycling  
  to reduce contamination of material.

Action 5:  Advocate to and work with the federal and  
  state governments to achieve the reforms  
  outlined in the sections above. 

  It is these tiers of government that have the powers  
  to create a responsible and sustainable recycling  
  system.
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WHAT IS CURRENTLY BEING DONE TO ADDRESS 
THE RECYCLING AND WASTE MANAGEMENT 
CRISIS? 

The Federal Government has a National Waste Policy, updated 
in 2018, that proposes 14 strategies for managing waste 
reduction and recycling, which seek to apply circular economy 
principles for waste, recycling and resource recovery.4  Federal 
and State environment ministers agreed in December 2018 to 
push for “urgent development of a strong national plan that 
includes appropriate funding, robust targets and milestones” 
for implementing the policy.5  Environment ministers will 
meet later in 2019, when firm targets for funding and specific 
initiatives are expected to emerge.6 

The Victorian State Government has a Recycling Industry 
Strategic Plan released January 2018, following China’s ban on 
receiving recyclable materials.7  The four goals of the plan are 
to (a) stabilise the recycling sector, (b) increase the quality of 
recycled materials, (c) improve the diversity and productivity 
of the recycling sector and (c) develop markets for recycled 
materials.8  The Environment and Planning parliamentary 
committee is due to report on an inquiry into recycling and 
waste management by 29 November 2019.9  The Department 
of Environment, Land, Water and Planning are currently holding 
workshops for the delivery of a Victorian Circular Economy 
policy and action plan for release in late 2019.10  

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE? 

There is work to be done across local, state and Commonwealth 
governments. Urgent action needs to be taken because 
stockpiling remains a serious concern and very large volumes of 
recyclable materials are currently being sent to landfill.  The City 
of Whittlesea proposes the following measures, as articulated 
by the MAV and the City of Whittlesea in our recent submission 
to the Parliamentary inquiry into recycling and waste: 

VICTORIAN GOVERNMENT

The Victorian Government charges a landfill levy on all 
waste disposed of at licensed landfills in Victoria. Councils 
pay the levy on municipal waste sent to landfill, with the 
cost passed through to ratepayers via garbage charges for 
kerbside collections, gate fees at landfills/transfer stations or 
rates.11   The money received by the State Government through 
the landfill levy goes into the Sustainability Fund – a fund 
intended to be used to foster sustainable use of resources, 
best practice waste management and reduction of greenhouse 
gas emissions.12  The total money accrued in the Sustainability 
Fund at 30 June 2018 was $511 million.  These funds should be 
dedicated to addressing our recycling crisis. 

Action 1:  

  Invest in recycling infrastructure

  Commit greater quantities of Sustainability Fund  
  money to bolster sorting and processing   
  capability in Victoria. We urgently need more  
  capacity in our materials recovery facilities across  
  the state. 

Action 2:  Fund and support market development

  Commit greater quantities of Sustainability Fund  
  money to drive demand for recycled content.  
  Support research and development to increase  
  uptake of new uses for recycled materials. Set  
  mandatory procurement targets for Australian  
  recycled material by government agencies.  
  Incentivise procurement of Australian recycled  
  content by others. Support the MAV to develop  
  procurement options for councils. 
 
  Introduce a container deposit scheme

  Commit to introducing container deposit legislation  
  into parliament this year and work with the MAV  
  and councils to ensure it achieves the best  
  outcomes for the community. Victoria and   
  Tasmania are the only Australian states yet to  
  commit to a scheme. 

Action 3:  Bolster community education

  Commit greater quantities of Sustainability  
  Fund money to develop and deliver a consistent  
  state-wide community education campaign  
  focused on:

  • making waste-wise decisions 
  • putting pressure on producers to reduce waste 
  • what can and can’t go into recycling and the  
   costs of getting it wrong.

  The education campaign should use the channels  
  that most effectively reach the community and  
  apply learnings from other successful government  
  campaigns. 

Action 4:  Strengthen industry oversight/regulation

  Recycling is considered an essential service by  
  most, yet the few large operators we have in  
  Victoria operate under a veil of secrecy. The State  
  must improve transparency and accountability  
  within the industry. Access to robust and credible  
  data on market conditions, and costs and revenue  
  within the recycling sector is essential to achieve  
  best value for the community.
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