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SEPTEMBER 2022 QUESTION OF THE MONTH
Have Southern states recently passed any laws related to recycling?
Recycling is the process of converting materials that

companies. In the 1990s, single-stream recycling began

would otherwise be waste—such as paper, aluminum, and

to replace dual-stream recycling as it was thought to

plastic—into new, usable goods. When municipal waste

be easier for residents to participate in and cheaper for

collection started in the late 1800s, some cities separated

cities and counties to collect materials.2

reusable items from garbage, selling these materials
to private companies. During World War II, individuals

The move to single-stream programs has coincided

recycled items such as nylons, tin cans, and cooking fats

with greater recycling numbers in the United States. In

to support the war effort. Modern recycling programs

1980, 10 percent of solid waste was recycled. By 2017,

began to spread in the United States in the 1960s. In

over 35 percent of waste was recycled.3 However, there

this period, Americans brought their materials to private

have been disadvantages to the single-stream method.

recycling centers. Starting in the 1970s, cities and

The quality of scrap material is lower in a single-stream

counties began to offer curbside recycling programs.
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system compared to dual-stream. This stems from
different materials contaminating one another when

In a single-stream recycling program, all recyclable

combined. Because of this, processing costs for single-

materials are placed in one bin or cart for pickup. In

stream systems are slightly higher than dual-stream.4

a dual-stream program, residents combine all food
and beverage containers in one bin and place paper

Examples of common items made with recycled content

goods in a separate bin. Materials are then stored in

include aluminum cans, carpeting, cereal boxes,

two separate compartments on the recycling truck—one

glass containers, laundry detergent bottles, motor oil,

compartment for food and beverage containers, one

newspapers, paper towels, and trash bags. In 2016,

for paper goods. Under both systems, trucks transport

recycling and reuse programs contributed to 681,000

the items to a Materials Recovery Facility where they

jobs, $37.8 billion in wages, and $5.5 billion in tax

are separated by material type and sold to private

revenues nationally.5
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Advanced recycling, also known as chemical recycling, is a newer process that uses chemicals to break down plastics
into their original components. Advanced recycling processes allow more types of plastics—like those used in snack
wrappers, tubes, polystyrene, and plastic toys—to be recycled. Today, approximately 9 percent of plastic in the United
States is recycled. Advanced recycling aims to increase that amount.6,7
While most recycling programs are run at the municipal or county level, state legislatures often set overall guidelines
for these programs. Since 2020, 14 Southern states have passed 97 laws related to recycling. A list of all bills is
available here: Southern State Recycling Legislation 2020 to 2022. Topics covered include:
• tax credits to promote recycling: Arkansas’ SB10 (2021), Arkansas’ SB 543 (2021);
• regulations for advanced recycling: Louisiana’s SB 97 (2021), Virginia’s SB 590 (2020), West Virginia’s HB 4084
(2022); and
• electronics recycling: South Carolina’s HB 4775 (2022), Arkansas’ SB 585 (2021).
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