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Do we actually know that recycling is good for the environment? 
Do we have scientific evidence that supports our well-meaning actions 
in helping to save energy, preserve natural resources and curb greenhouse
gases, or are we just guessing that ‘reducing waste’ equates to ‘saving 
the planet’? And is it worth the cost?

The answer is ‘Yes’.

Recycling is an important part of daily life in Victoria. Every week, nearly
ninety per cent of Victorian households sort out their waste for recycling.1 

A further five per cent have access to local drop-off recycling centres.2

At the last count, the average Victorian household was diverting a quarter 
of its weekly garbage into recycling crates3, making that effort in the belief
that recycling is ‘good for the environment’ and will help shape a better 
planet for future generations.
EcoRecycle Victoria, the state government agency for waste minimisation, 
is a keen advocate of recycling in the context of economic and 
environmental sustainability. 
As such, the organisation has commissioned research and devoted 
resources to finding answers to commonly asked questions.

1 Public Views Victoria 2001, Community Attitudes to Waste and Recycling

2 Public Views Victoria 2001, Community Attitudes to Waste and Recycling

3 BIEC/EcoRecycle Victoria Audit and Garbage Bin Analysis 1998

4 Taken from Table 2, Page vi, Executive Summary, Stage Two Report for Life Cycle Assessment for Paper and
Packaging Waste Management in Victoria (January 2001).

i Stage 2 Report for Life Cycle Assessment Paper and Packaging Waste Management in Victoria (January 2001) is a
project supported by EcoRecycle Victoria and undertaken by the CRC for Waste Management and Pollution Control,
the Centre for Waste and Water Technology at UNSW, the National Centre for Design at RMIT and the Centre for
Packaging, Transportation and Storage at VU acting on behalf of the Food and Packaging CRC. Authors Tim Grant,
Karli James, Sven Lundie and Kees Sonneveld.

ii The National Packaging Covenant Council’s report, Independent Assessment of Kerbside Recycling in Australia
(January 2001) was carried out by Nolan-ITU in conjunction with SKM Economics and Envirosris (Knowledge
Information Solutions).

People can be reassured that recycling is an appropriate environmental
solution, thanks to two recently completed Australian scientific studies:
The first, Life Cycle Assessment for Paper and Packaging Waste Management
in Victoria, is a Melbourne-based research project carried out by a group 
of universities to fully investigate the environmental benefit (and detriment) 
of recycling versus waste to landfilli. This study was primarily sponsored 
by EcoRecycle Victoria.
The second is an Australia-wide study, commissioned by the National
Packaging Covenant Council (NPCC), entitled Independent Assessment 
of Kerbside Recycling in Australiaii. The most comprehensive study 
of recycling undertaken in Australia, this report measures the financial,
environmental and social impacts of recycling, translating the environmental
impacts into dollars to compare costs and benefits.
Each of the above studies used the latest internationally respected
methodological insights to analyse and compare the impacts of recycling 
to simply dumping waste into landfill.

Both reports have shown us that our current recycling system is certainly
worth the effort!
We now have evidence that recycling cans, glass bottles and other containers
from domestic households, positively impacts on the environment, compared
to simply throwing them into landfill.
Among the many statistics in the Victorian (LCA) study, the report showed
that every week, just one household in Melbourne manages to make 
the following environmental savings by recycling:

EVERY WEEK, ONE RECYCLING HOUSEHOLD SAVES....

• Over three kilograms of greenhouse gases such as CO2 that would
otherwise contribute to the global warming.

• Enough electricity to run a 40 watt light bulb for 72 hours.

• Air pollution equivalent to emissions from 4.5kms of travel in 
an average post 1985 passenger car.

• Over ninety litres of water, enough to wash five sink loads of dishes.

• And 3.6 kilograms of solid waste!

How? Simply by recycling instead of sending these valuable 
resources to landfill.4

How your Recycling Sustains the Environment
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How the Environmental Savings are Made

4

Environmental Impacts in Dollar Terms

5 Page III, Executive Summary, Independent Assessment of Kerbside Recycling in Australia (NPCC, January 2001). 

6 Adapted from Table 1, Page vii, Independent Assessment of Kerbside Recycling in Australia, Executive Summary. 
To simplify results, the environmental assessment is reported as an average monetary value. This approach is not
appropriate for all decision making. For further details, please read the full report.

7 Page 90, Full Report (Conclusions) Independent Assessment of Kerbside Recycling in Australia.

8 LCA Report, Exec. Summary, Page vi

9 Adapted from Table 3, LCA Executive Summary, page xi. For further information, please see report.

10 LCA Report, Executive Summary, page xix.

What is the cost of recycling to your community? Are our rates being put 
to good use by helping to support resource recovery and recycling
systems, compared to paying for disposal at landfill?

The nationwide (NPCC) study now demonstrates “...that the current
kerbside system in metropolitan and regional centres provides 
a total net benefit to Australian communities.”5

By using the latest insights to put a dollar cost on environmental savings, 
the Australian kerbside recycling assessment found that:
“The inclusion of environmental benefits (expressed in dollar terms)
together with current recycling and collection system costs provides
and overall average benefit of $42 per household per year.”4

This figure works out to have a national net environmental benefit 
of $266 million per year.7

So is recycling worth the effort? It would seem so!

Environmental Valuation of Current Kerbside Recycling - National Averages.6

Average Environmental benefit of kerbside recycling:

Avoided impacts of virgin materials, landfill and transport $71

Impacts of collecting recyclables -$3

= $68

Average net financial costs of kerbside recycling - $26

Overall average benefit per household per year $42
(Environmental Benefit)

Now we know that recycling is environmentally sound, just how is it
creating such great benefits?

CUTTING GREENHOUSE GASES:
According to the LCA report, almost half of the greenhouse savings made 
by recyclers were found to be from avoiding the production of methane gas,
which would have been generated at landfill as paper waste breaks down.
(That figure even assumes that 55% of that methane would be captured 
for power generation). 
The rest of the greenhouse savings were due to the avoidance of ‘virgin
material production’. In other words, if a product was made from raw material
rather than recycled material, more CO2 and other greenhouse gases would
have been generated.8

SAVING ENERGY:
Most recycled products showed savings in embodied energy - that is, energy
used in every part of the production of the product, from mining or harvesting
of virgin (raw) materials, through to processing and disposal or recycling.

Embodied Energy Savings per kilogram in the production of recycled
product as compared to an equivalent virgin product:9

Product Embodied Energy Savings
Newsprint 34%
Corrugated board-unbleached 22%
Steel Slab 79%
Aluminium Ingot 93%
HDPE 79%
PET 76%
PVC 80%
Glass 57%

REDUCING SMOG:
For recycled plastics (PET and HDPE) steel and (to a lesser extent) newsprint
and paperboard, potential smog pollution from production of virgin materials
and use of landfill is larger than from collection and recycling processes.10

PRESERVING WATER:
The savings in water use resulted from reduced water consumption when
using recycled materials for production, compared to the amount of water
used in production from virgin materials.8
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Lets Explore Some Urban Myths

Now we have the scientific data, lets address some common misconceptions
about recycling and its effects on the environment and community.

THE ‘ENERGY’ MYTH
• “The amount of fuel wasted to power the trucks that pick up recycling

crates undoes any good recycling does. We’re just using up fuel and
pumping more exhaust fumes into the atmosphere....”

FALSE: In the LCA report, all of the environmental savings found to be made
by recycling were made taking into consideration ‘embodied energy’, 
which is energy consumed in every part of a product’s life cycle, including
production and transportation. 
In other words, the study’s results take into consideration any negative 
effect of truck fuel usage.

THE ‘LANDFILL CRISIS’ MYTH
• “We only started recycling because places like New York ran 

out of land on which to bury their litter. Australia’s a big country. 
We don’t have that problem... There is no landfill crisis! 
Recycling is a waste of time.”

FALSE: Recycling is about more than finding space in which to dump our
unwanted materials! It is about saving natural resources, conserving energy,
curbing the greenhouse effect, and reducing water usage. The LCA report
finds that, compared to dumping in landfill, recycling makes significant
environmental savings in all of these areas!
We also know that nobody wants a landfill ‘in his or her back yard’. 
This is just another reason why it makes sense to support recycling 
as a waste minimisation solution.

THE ‘RUBBISH IS BIODEGRADABLE’ MYTH
• “Litter degrades anyway. If we throw away our rubbish it gets put into

the ground, so we’re giving back what we take out.”

FALSE: Firstly, your waste bin isn’t full of ‘rubbish’, it’s full of valuable untapped
resources. Secondly, not all rubbish degrades. Even with organic matter 
(such as paper), which is the most efficient of materials to degrade, there are
arguments about the speed with which it actually breaks down. Modern landfills
are designed specifically to prevent leaching of residues; unfortunately the
same technology that stops leaching also blocks air and water from entering
the landfill and thus the breakdown of materials is hindered.
When organic materials do break down at landfill they create CO2 and
methane. It’s currently assumed that, on average, 55% of that gas is captured
for power generation. Half of the remaining amount is lost to the atmosphere
to become a potent greenhouse gas.

THE ‘RECYCLING ISN’T WORTH IT’ MYTH
• “Recycling isn’t worth it. It’s all very well saving resources, 

but in practical terms we have economies to run. Communities 
are wasting money on kerbside recycling.”

FALSE: As the NPCC study shows, recycling has a net environmental benefit
to the community. The report concludes that, taking into consideration the
financial costs of recycling and the environmental ‘dollar’ costs, the overall
national benefit is an estimated $266 million per year!

Keep on Recycling...and Reducing and Reusing!

EcoRecycle Victoria holds that the best way to preserve natural resources,
reduce air pollution, save energy and cut greenhouse gasses is to avoid
creating waste in the first place. 

REDUCE THE AMOUNT OF WASTE GENERATED

REUSE PRODUCTS WHEREVER POSSIBLE 

RECYCLE UNWANTED MATERIALS.  

If we keep up the good work, future generations will thank us for it.


