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INTERVIEW

Tom Bird:

‘We have to let the
free market roll

Tom Bird is halfway through his anticipated four-year term as president of the

Bureau of International Recycling. The Covid-19 pandemic has challenged

recyclers and their representatives alike and here he gives Recycling

International his views on that challenge and what the future holds for the

global organisation and the industry as a whole.

Tom Bird, left,
with BIR mem-
bers at the
organisation’s
last ‘physical’
convention -
in Budapest in
October 2019.

WHAT REFLECTIONS DO YOU
HAVE AFTER TWO YEARS AS
PRESIDENT?

‘It's been challenging for everybody
from a professional perspective,
regardless of where they have been.
When | became president | certainly
didn't think I'd be sitting through so
many virtual meetings and conven-
tions. In truth, it's been disappointing
as president not to be able to get out
to meet people and promote BIR in

person, or to travel to see our mem-
ber associations or other supranation-
al organisations across the globe.’

HOW HAS COVID AFFECTED BIR?
‘I've remarked on this before but, in
the last 24 months, we have imple-
mented more significant changes to
the way we work and communicate
than we have in our entire history.
Because we haven’t had our big con-
ventions or face-to-face contact - which

remain vital - we've really had to think
about how we communicate. BIR has a
terrific team in Brussels who really
stepped up to the plate during this
challenging time. We've had regular
monthly calls with member associations
to discuss the pandemic and the
impact it was having around the world.
Covid-19 has raised issues and chal-
lenges for our member associations
and we have worked closely with them.
Advocacy has been extremely impor-
tant, ensuring that recycling was
regarded as an essential industry
when businesses were being shut
down. This was particularly acute in
parts of South America - it was a real
challenge. And in the UK, for exam-
ple, recycling was initially an industry
that wasn't regarded as essential in
certain areas. We supported BMRA
through letters and representations so
ensuring that the sector was seen as

such. In India, we worked closely with
our local member companies and
national associations over a backlog
of containers — we even lobbied the
Prime Minister himself to make sure
the industry was not too adversely
affected by huge costs. The pandemic
has, in a way, made BIR stronger and
more visible and showed how vital it is
to industry globally.’

HOW HAS THE PANDEMIC
AFFECTED THE WAY PEOPLE
VIEW RECYCLING AND SUSTAIN-
ABILITY IN GENERAL?

‘The response this year to the Global
Recycling Day, led by the Global
Recycling Foundation, showed how
much people recognise the importance
of recycling. We've also had a major
global recycler announce its carbon
neutral initiative. There are many exam-
ples of that sort of initiative. People
have become much more aware.’

IT'S ALSO UNDERLINED THE FRA-
GILITY OF SOME GLOBAL SUPPLY
CHAINS, HASN'T IT?

‘The pandemic has definitely disrupt-
ed supply chains; most sectors gener-
ally but certainly recycling. When
countries first went into shutdown,
metal prices fell out of bed and every-
one was doom and gloom. We
noticed very quickly through our recy-
cling supply chains how materials had
dried up. And when industries started
coming out of it we saw the pressure
on those chains and how prices
increased significantly. We have seen
just how sensitive they are. Supply
chains are still under pressure but
markets have remained strong. Asia
came out of the pandemic lockdown
sooner than the west; their smelters
and the mills started up earlier and
they again wanted materials. But
there was a real problem of supply
and a huge impact on prices. Before
the pandemic we had containers at 10
a penny and then all of a sudden their
prices went through the roof and we
couldn’t get containers — even before
the Suez Canal problem.’

RECYCLERS ARE RENOWNED
FOR BEING FLEXIBLE AND
RESPONDING TO CHALLENGES

SUCH AS THESE. BUT WHAT
MORE DO THEY NEED FROM
GOVERNMENTS AROUND THE
WORLD TO PLAY AN EVEN BIG-
GER PART IN THE CIRCULAR
ECONOMY?

‘The pandemic has highlighted the
vital roles recyclers play but also the
importance of the products we pro-
duce. What we as an industry must
insist on is no barriers — we must have
free trade. BIR has set up a task force
to make sure we are representing the
industry in this respect.

One of the biggest challenges facing
recycling, certainly in Europe, is the
attempt by the EU to stop the export
of materials from the union. There is a
strong move, lobbied by the European
steel sector, to curtail exports to those
countries whose environmental stan-
dards, working conditions and so on
are not compatible with those in
Europe. It is basically a backdoor way
of stopping exports — let’s not be
under any illusion.

Recycling’s crucial role in a circular
economy is recognised as being
essential but it is also a commercial
enterprise and must be allowed to
operate in a commercially free envi-
ronment where products — not waste —
aren’t barred from being exported in
a free market. It is vitally important we
maintain free trade.’

ARE RESTRICTIONS ON GLOBAL
TRADE BETTER OR WORSE THAN
WHEN YOU BECAME PRESI-
DENT?

‘I think that's very difficult to say. Trade
at the moment is free but there are
logistic and other matters we need to
consider. It's the regulatory issues that
are a challenge and we must not allow
more to come into play. The CE is glob-
al not regional. You can’t keep materials
in a specific region and then claim: “We
want to keep our economy circular”. If
you start to impede the recycling indus-
try from being properly commercial by
barring certain markets where revenue
can be maximised you affect the recy-
cling itself because it becomes uneco-
nomic. Rather than enhancing recycling,
you are doing damage by removing the
commercial viability and that means col-
lection rates will drop. We are seeing

that in Russia where scrap exports are
being restricted: collection rates are
dropping, businesses are not viable
because they cannot supply to the right
markets and it is having completely the
opposite effect. It's backdoor protec-
tionism. We have to let the free market
roll.’

WHAT WOULD YOU SAY ARE THE
PROSPECTS FOR THE FUTURE OF
SECONDARY MARKETS?

‘Very strong. Take a look at the world
today. Steel makers are moving from
traditional integrated mills to electric
arc. In China, 85 million tonnes of new
EAF capacity are coming on stream.
China is opening its import borders
again for high quality ferrous raw mate-
rial. Demand for our products is only
going to go one way. There's also tre-
mendous pressure on mining from an
environmental perspective and the
importance of metals versus concen-
trates. It's similar with plastics, with new
technology coming into plastics and its
reuse. We are doing a huge amount of
good in that area. The future is bright.’

WHAT ARE THE KEY
CHALLENGES FOR NEXT TWO
YEARS?

‘For BIR itself it is getting back to the
conventions and members meeting
each other again, discussing face-to-
face across a table. We are working
very hard to do that.

BIR is more vital than ever because
the pandemic has shown the impor-
tance of recycling and the need for a
global body to support our member
companies and national associations.
Who knows how this pandemic will
end? We must continue to work hard
on advocacy. BIR is even more crucial
to the industry.

I'd like to think I've demonstrated
leadership in difficult circumstances
and strong leadership is going to be
important in the future. It helps hugely
that I'm supported by a strong execu-
tive committee, divisional chairmen
and the hard-working team in
Brussels. My job is to continue to pull
everyone together and make sure BIR
continues to be an extremely impor-
tant advocate and voice of the global
recycling industry.’
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