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The Bureau of International Recycling (BIR) is the world federation supporting the interests of the
recycling industry on an international scale since 1948. As the largest international recycling
federation, we represent over 30,000 companies across 73 countries, through 36 national
associations and over 1000 direct corporate members. BIR covers eight material streams including
ferrous and non-ferrous metals, paper, textiles, plastics and tyres/rubber, as well as
electrical/electronic equipment and EV batteries. BIR's mission is to promote materials recycling,
free and fair trade of recycled materials in a sustainable and competitive global economy, the
environmentally sound management of resources, and the reuse of materials worldwide. In this
respect, BIR will convey its key messages in relation to the importance of free trade for the recycling
industry, and the impact of trade barriers in its functioning.

The position paper aims to clarify the importance of free trade to the global recycling industry,
outline the harm of existing barriers to trade in recycled materials, and highlight the relationship
between trade in these materials and sustainability. The position paper does not seek to provide
comprehensive policy actions but rather delineate a general approach for understanding the
functioning of the global recycling industry and the importance of free movement of recycled
materials.

Recycled materials have long played a critical role in global manufacturing supply chains and will
remain key to addressing climate challenges as sustainable alternatives to extracted natural
resources. The competitiveness of the global recycling industry depends on stable market access,
which allows private enterprises to invest, process, trade and reintroduce recycled materials into
the production cycle. As part of a shift in international trade patterns, governments worldwide have
intensified policy interventions that hinder the flow of recycled materials across borders. The ability
of the recycling industry to supply these valuable renewable resources is negatively affected
through these interventions, even when such interventions are well-intentioned. Trade and policy
interventions take many forms but have the effect of putting recyclers at a competitive
disadvantage to primary raw materials, hampering climate efforts. Trade barriers also lead to loss
in investment and innovation in the circular economy, and are subsequently very difficult to
remove. To avoid a cascading effect of barriers that undermine global environmental efforts, the
recycling industry must be properly represented at decision-making entities across the various
domains which affect its operations.
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The international trade in recycled materials is critical to both the global manufacturing supply
chain and the transition shift to a more circular economy, in which products and materials are
reused and recycled rather than disposed of, promoting resource efficiency and reducing waste.
The global trade in recycled materials has been estimated at over $130 billion in 2019, playing a
crucial role in enabling the transition to a circular economy. This trade allows for the efficient
distribution of recycled materials to regions where they are most needed, thereby enhancing
resource efficiency and reducing waste globally.

Although policy interventions rarely seek intentionally to disrupt recycling, well-intentioned
regulations with environmental, security and economic aims often overlook the unintended effects
on recyclers and subsequently end up harming circularity. Many governments are seeking to
impose trade protectionist measures as part of wider environmental policy goals, despite these
policies distorting markets for recycled materials. These de-facto trade barriers for recycled
materials work against sustainability objectives and ultimately punish legitimate businesses that
contribute to economic growth. Part of this problem arises because of certain jurisdictions treating
recycled materials as waste rather than valuable secondary materials that replace virgin raw
materials and reduce emissions. In the name of safeguarding the environment, certain policies
work against their stated objectives by stranding materials where there is insufficient or inefficient
recycling capacity. Simultaneously, they decrease the supply of recycled materials in economies
with higher capacity and demand, thus decreasing overall recycling rates and leading to more
valuable materials ending up in landfills.

Additionally, economic and security justifications unfairly affect legitimate recyclers, such as with
policies that aim to combat metals theft. Blanket bans are often easier to implement than
comprehensive law enforcement or economic reforms but lend themselves to poorly-designed
policies that fail to tackle the root problems of these issues and punish legitimate businesses.

The global recycling industry depends on the free movement of recycled materials to remain
competitive and thrive. BIR estimates that the global recycling industry processes over 600 million
tonnes of recycled materials annually, with free and fair trade policies being crucial for the
efficiency of this market. Recycling efforts worldwide rely on private companies to collect, process,
transform and transport these materials to reintroduce them into the manufacturing process, so
the availability and allocation of these resources where they are most needed is necessary for
efficient supply chains. Arbitrary decisions to keep recycled materials within or outside specific
regions distort the global markets for these materials and prevent their movement to where
capacity and demand actually exist. In other words, limiting export markets and market access
decreases the supply of these products and reduces the overall circularity of these materials,
simultaneously damaging the global competitiveness of the local industry. Policies that affect
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recycled materials should therefore ensure the free and fair flow of materials for the recycling

industry and circular value chains globally, and opt instead for recyclability and recycled content
mandates. As many of these trade barriers are imposed based on political considerations, it can
be very difficult to remove them once in place and, therefore, governments must carefully consult
with the recycling industry before trade-restrictive policies are implemented.

Policy interventions in the form of unjustified tax obligations, export quotas and bans, additional
administrative burdens and market distortions have the effect of creating an unlevel playing field
for recyclers and ultimately benefit primary resource producers and manufacturers. It is evident
that the trade in recycled materials decreases the need to extract scarce raw materials from the
earth and saves emissions. However, to ensure the economic competitiveness of extractive
industries and those companies that rely heavily on mined materials, many governments introduce
measures that limit international competition for recycled materials, creating market distortions.
Either by labelling recycled materials as “waste” or artificially lowering prices through export
restrictions, blocking the flow of recycled materials to where they are most needed will always give
an advantage to extracted raw materials, despite the fact that they have a much larger
environmental impact. Additionally, these barriers punish other jurisdictions that have developed
sufficient capacity and technology to utilise recycled materials in their production chains. This
disincentivises primary producers from investing in decarbonising their manufacturing processes
through the use of recycled feedstock. Similarly, unnecessary and repeated taxation of recycled
materials across various recycling processes decreases the competitiveness of secondary materials
as inputs for industry vis-a-vis virgin raw materials. With these inflated prices, low-carbon materials
are at a large disadvantage and the green transition is artificially slowed against the demands of
consumers.

Interfering with the efficient functioning of the international recycling market will result in losses on
investment and recycling of these materials. The recycling industry is largely responsible for the
innovation and investment that has improved the collection, sorting and transformation of end-of-
life materials into new products. There is no circularity investment comparable to the industry’s
own efforts to improve the efficiency, quality and speed of recycling. Like most businesses, the
recycling sector needs stable markets and predictable regulatory environments in order to make
long-term investment decisions. As international trade allows for competitive prices and efficient
allocation of resources, interventions that interfere with this key aspect of the business will
inevitably lead to loss of revenue that would be invested in improved capacity and machinery. In
other words, barriers to trade restrict domestic investments in collection, sorting and processing
equipment. Even in economies where technological innovation is not at the forefront, large
numbers of workers are dependent on recycling as a business that operates internationally. Owing
to the large number of intermediary and dependent small businesses in these countries, a loss of
export and import markets for the industry can result in large numbers of lost jobs and reduced
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economic performance. With millions of people working in the global recycling industry, many
regions and countries depend on this sector.

At any level where policy decisions that affect trade in recycled materials are made, the recycling
industry must be represented. Both in international organisations and at the national level, the
industry has long been underrepresented in relation to its importance regarding sustainability and
the green transition. When recyclers are not consulted and policy decisions are made by groups
and individuals with little knowledge of the industry, there is a misalignment of objectives and
regulation. Additionally, recyclers’ representation should not be limited to forums focused
exclusively on circularity, as the international scope and cross-cutting nature of recycling mean the
industry is affected by new rules on environment, trade and competitiveness. As the global
federation for recycling industries and highest representative of the industry, BIR remains
committed to supporting its partner associations, world governments and institutions in designing
and implementing their circular economy and global trade initiatives.

The climate and environmental challenges we face are global in nature, and their solutions must
reflect that reality. Allowing the free movement of recycled materials is key to enabling global
investments in recycling infrastructure, investments, innovation and jobs and to ensuring a stable
and sustainable global manufacturing supply chain. Too many recent policy interventions have the
implied effect of decarbonising or “greening” locally, at the expense of others. When countries
design policies to keep high-quality recycled products captive for future capacity increases in local
secondary production, the immediate loss in trade damages the destination markets which have
invested in green technologies earlier. In this sense, trade barriers imposed for recycled materials
stop the efficient allocation of resources in the global fight for sustainability. Worse still, these
policies that unfairly prop up uncompetitive, carbon-intensive industries often are followed by
retaliation and imitation in other countries. Instead, recycling and the free movement of recycled
materials must be viewed as a major solution for the overexploitation of resources and greenhouse
gas emissions, and as a tool for collective action.



