
                                        
 

   

 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: April 11, 2023  

 
North American Plastic Recycling Volumes Recover From   

Pre-Pandemic Levels 
 

New Report Shows More Than Five Billion Pounds  
of Post-Consumer Plastic Acquired for Recycling in 2021 

 
Recyclers acquired more than five billion pounds of post-consumer plastic recovered for recycling 

in the United States (U.S.) in 2021, an increase of 280.3 million pounds compared to 2020 volumes, 

according to a new report released today by the Association of Plastic Recyclers (APR), The 

Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries (ISRI), and the U.S. Plastics Pact. Partial funding for the 

report was also provided by The Recycling Partnership. Prepared by Stina Inc, and based on 

surveys conducted by Stina and the National Association for PET Container Resources (NAPCOR), 

the 2021 U.S. Post-consumer Plastic Recycling Data Report details U.S.-sourced post-consumer 

plastic recovered for recycling.  

The increase in 2021 volumes recovered for recycling in the U.S. show that all major categories of 

plastic recovered for recycling had a net increase in total pounds reported in 2021 compared to 

2020, specifically Bottles, Non-bottle Rigids and Film categories. Within those broader categories, 

there was a slight decline in recovery of High-Density Polyethylene (HDPE) bottles and 

Polypropylene (PP).  

The 2021 report also indicates that the vast majority of plastics recovered are being recycled in 

North America, primarily by U.S. reclaimers. North American plastic reclaimers acquired a total of 

4,693 million pounds, or 92.3 percent, with 391 million pounds, or 7.7 percent of plastic recovered 

for recycling bound for overseas export markets. 

 

"The 2021 rate report shows the strength of the recycling industry, as they face ongoing 

challenges including competition with low disposal costs, collection rates, and virgin resin prices,” 

said Steve Alexander, APR President & CEO. “APR works with companies to increase yields and 

supply by ensuring plastic packaging is designed for recyclability through the APR Design® Guide 

and other programs, but in order to see bigger increases, there’s a need for systematic change led 

by public policy to drive collection, improve sortation and stabilize demand for recycled resins. 

APR is supportive of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) laws and recycled postconsumer 

content requirements recently enacted in several states. APR also supports a national bottle bill 

and other federal legislation that can drive change through a combination of supply and demand 

policies, targeted funding and incentives, as well as streamlined collection programs.“  

https://circularityinaction.com/2021PlasticRecyclingData
https://plasticsrecycling.org/apr-design-guide


                                        
 

   

 

The 2021 Report shows that the five billion pounds of materials recovered in 2021 includes Bottles 

(2,886.7 million pounds and 56.8% of total); Non-Bottle Rigids (1,071 million pounds and 21.1% of 

total), Film (1,106.2 million pounds and 21.8% of total) and “Other Plastics” (20.2 million and 0.4% 

of total).  

“The recycled materials industry is doing more than ever to ensure that at the end of a product’s 

life, less material goes to waste,” said ISRI President Robin Wiener. “Our goal is to make the supply 

chain ever more sustainable by providing manufacturers with high-quality material and reducing 

the need to extract natural resources to make new products we rely on every day.” 

The net bottle increase of 142.5 million pounds in 2021 was primarily due to the increase in PET 

bottle volumes recovered for recycling. This was offset by declines in the valuable Natural HDPE 

commodity market (e.g., recycled milk jugs). Non-Bottle Rigids were up slightly from 2021, 

primarily due to increases in HDPE and PET non-bottle materials recovered for recycling, for a net 

13.6-million-pound increase. Also contributing to the 2021 increase was an additional 120.5 

million pounds in Film recovery from 2020 volumes, primarily in Polyethylene (PE) Mixed Color 

Film.  

“The U.S. Plastics Pact is working to raise the quality and quantity of post-consumer recycled 

plastics, particularly for PET and HDPE packaging, which make up the largest tonnages of 

packaging represented by our members,” said U.S. Plastics Pact Executive Director Emily Tipaldo. 

“If we expect to achieve true recyclability, we need high demand for recycled plastics. Achieving 

true recyclability, as well as using higher percentages of PCR requires significantly greater 

tonnages of recycled plastics. The U.S. Pact is glad to see increases in the amount of plastic 

recovered for recycling and that the majority of the plastic is being recycled in North America.” 

Click here for access to the data dashboard and the full data report.  

 

Contact:   

Kara Pochiro 

APR VP of Communications & Public Affairs 

Kara@plasticsrecycling.org 

 

# # # 

The Association of Plastic Recyclers (APR) is The Voice of Plastics Recycling®. As the international trade 

association representing the plastics recycling industry, membership includes independent recycling 

companies of all sizes, processing numerous resins, as well as consumer product companies, equipment 

manufacturers, testing laboratories, organizations, and others committed to the success of plastics 

recycling. APR advocates the recycling of all plastics. Visit www.PlasticsRecycling.org for more information. 

https://circularityinaction.com/2021PlasticRecyclingData
mailto:Kara@plasticsrecycling.org
http://www.plasticsrecycling.org/


                                        
 

   
ISRI is the "Voice of the Recycling Industry®," representing more than 1,500 companies in the U.S. and 40 

countries around the globe. Based in Washington, D.C., ISRI provides advocacy, education, safety and 

compliance training, and promotes public awareness of the vital role recycled materials play in the U.S. 

economy, global trade, the environment and sustainable development. 

 

The U.S. Plastics Pact brings together businesses, not-for-profit organizations, government agencies, and 

research institutions that work together toward a common vision of a circular economy for plastics, as 

outlined by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation’s New Plastics Economy Initiative. This vision aims to ensure 

that plastics never become waste by eliminating the plastics we don’t need, innovating to ensure that the 

plastics we do need are reusable, recyclable, or compostable, and circulating all the plastic items we use to 

keep them in the economy and out of the environment. Visit www.usplasticspact.org for more information.  

Stina Inc., previously d.b.a. More Recycling, is a mission-based research and technology company. that has 

conducted the annual plastic recycling study for over 10 years for the United States and Canada. 

Confidentiality and neutrality are the cornerstones to this research, analysis, and reporting. Stina also 

supports the recycling industry with online tools such as www.PlasticsMarkets.org, 

www.BagandFilmRecycling.org and Buy Recycled Products Directory, which can be found on 

www.CircularityinAction.com. 

 

 

  
 

http://www.usplasticspact.org/
http://www.stinainc.com/
http://www.plasticsmarkets.org/
http://www.bagandfilmrecycling.org/
https://www.recyclemoreplastic.org/buyrecycled
http://www.circularityinaction.com/
https://circularityinaction.com/2021PlasticRecyclingData

