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Ever wondered about the history of city recycling? As someone who oversees your local community recycling programs, it’s good to know where you’ve been, so you can see where you’re going. 
The coronavirus pandemic has brought many things into sharp focus for Public 

Works Directors, and other leaders who work to keep our cities clean and 

functional. As the few remaining recycling centers slowly start to open, residents 

heave a sigh of relief. But will it last? 

The recycling industry has been in crisis for some time. It’s clear that reform is 
needed to revive an industry plagued by vanishing partners, dwindling budgets and impossible targets. Today, we’re taking a moment to re-orientate, with a 

brief history of recycling – to offer you a convenient timeline for perspective – 

and to propose a new way forward. 

 

Our mission 
Empower and encourage 
communities to preserve the 
environment by learning to 
recycle correctly. 
 
The Recycle Coach app is an 

integral part of a complete 

recycling education platform 

focused on engaging entire 

communities to become more 

knowledgeable about recycling. 

Through the efforts of 

residents, businesses and local 

government, people come 

together to create a grass roots 

movement of sustainability 

within their community. 

 

https://recyclecoach.com/
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https://recyclecoach.com/resources/the-mind-boggling-history-of-city-recycling-500bc-present/
https://www.recyclingtoday.com/article/recycling-industry-companies-respond-covid-19-with-changes/
https://www.waste360.com/financials/more-covid-19s-twists-and-turnsfocusing-recycling-and-sustainability
https://www.axios.com/future-of-recycling-cost-troubles-740c56ff-2154-45c0-90c9-2675780231ef.html
https://recyclecoach.com/
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Our hope is that you not only use this article as a historical resource, but that you 

build upon its ideas to help reshape the future of the recycling industry. Here is 

the mind-boggling history of city recycling, and where it could go in an ever-

changing future. 

500BC: The First Waste Program Was Established in 

Athens 

When did recycling start? The earliest account is in 500BC, when the first 

municipal dump program was formed in the Western World. Trash had to be 

disposed of at least a mile from the city. 

1776: Recycling is used as Feedstock during the War 

The evolution of recycling dates back to 1776, when patriots pulled down a 

statue of King George III, melted it down and used it to create 42,088 bullets 

during The American War of Independence. Paper was also recycled as a vital 

commodity, due to lack of raw materials. 

1897: New York Establishes the First Crude 

Recycling Plant 

A material recovery center was built in New York, and usable material was separated from trash in ‘picking yards.’ There scape metal, paper, rubber, twine 
and more were recycled. 

1904: The First Aluminum Recycling Plants Open 

A real moment in the history of recycling came in 1904, when aluminum can 

recycling factories opened in Chicago, Illinois – the first of their kind in America. 

1916: Waste Reclamation Service Implemented 

during WW1 

https://waste-management-world.com/a/blog-what-does-the-future-hold-for-the-recycling-industry
https://books.google.co.za/books?id=jWU9DwAAQBAJ&pg=PT560&lpg=PT560&dq
https://books.google.co.za/books?id=jWU9DwAAQBAJ&pg=PT560&lpg=PT560&dq
http://gachman.com/one-hundred-years-in-recycling
https://www.thebalancesmb.com/what-is-material-recovery-center-2877733
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The famous recycling slogan, ‘Don’t Waste It, Save It,’ was created during World 
War 1. Due to large-scale material shortages the government created a Waste 

Reclamation Service. 

1930: Residents Survive The Great Depression by 

Recycling Scrap 

The Great Depression was an infamous time of shortages, so residents were 

encouraged to recycle or reuse everything from scrap metal, to cloth, paper, sacks and more. The saying ‘use it up, wear it out, make do or do without’ became 
a popular phrase. 

1940: Recycling Supports the War Effort during 

WW2 

Like in WW1, recycling became critical to the war effort during WW2. Materials 

were commonly recycled, reused and rationed – everything from rubber, to 

nylon and scrap. 

1970: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle: Gary Anderson 

Creates The Mobius Loop 

Who invented recycling? No-one in particular. As long as there have been raw 

materials, there has been recycling. But 23 year old Gary Anderson created the 

modern concept of recycling with his Mobius Loop logo, which is associated with the ‘reduce, reuse, recycle’ slogan. 
1970: The Earth Day Movement Sparks Change 

One of the biggest movements in the history of recycling happened in 1970, with 

20 million people taking part in the Earth Day marches. US Senator Gaylord 

Nelson raised national awareness about increasing waste and the need to 

recycle. April 22nd is still globally recognized as Earth Day. 

https://www.coursehero.com/file/53496973/Paradigm-shift/
https://www.coursehero.com/file/53496973/Paradigm-shift/
https://www.offthegridnews.com/how-to-2/use-it-up-wear-it-out-make-it-do-or-do-without/
https://www.businessinsider.com/gary-anderson-the-man-who-created-the-recycling-logo-2012-7?IR=T
https://www.epa.gov/history/epa-history-earth-day
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1972: The First Recycling Mill Was Built in 

Pennsylvania 

How has recycling changed over time? After the wars and marches, recycling 

started to be commercialized. In 1972, the first recycling mill was established in 

Conshohocken, Pennsylvania. 

1981: Woodbury, New Jersey Opens the First 

Curbside Recycling Program 

In Woodbury, New Jersey, the very first curbside recycling program was opened in 1981. The concept was simple, resident’s recycling would be collected for 
processing at their homes. 

1992: US Curbside Recycling Programs Reach 5,404 

By 1988, there were 1,050 programs in the US, by 1992, there were 5,202. This 

was a fast growth period for the spread of the now popularized city curbside 

programs. 

1995: There are 10,000 Recycling Centers 

Nationwide 

By 1995, over 10,000 recycling centers existed in the US. At one point California 

recycled 80% of its aluminum cans. Two out of 3 cans were recycled in the US at 

this time. 

2000: The EPA Confirms That Recycling Lowers 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

Another critical point in the history of recycling came in 2000, when 

the Environmental Protection Agency confirmed the link between waste and 

global warming. They declared that the best way to lower greenhouse gas 

emissions (to slow climate change) would be to recycle. 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/how-1970s-created-recycling-we-know-it-180967179/
https://www.wm.com/location/california/ventura-county/west-hills/recycle/facts.jsp
https://archive.epa.gov/wastes/conserve/tools/payt/web/html/factfin.html
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2006: Dell Computers Starts the First E-waste 

Recycling Program 

Dell computers sparked the e-waste recycling movement, by offering residents 

free recycling services for all of their products. 

2018: The China Import Ban 

Over the next decade, laws were passed and innovations came to light that 

improved the industry. Then, China moved to ban 24 categories of recycling 

imports, which crippled the US – and the global recycling system. 

With a new 0.5% contamination standard, China declared that Americas recycled 

materials were too contaminated to use any longer. With no-where for the 

recycling to go, and no buyers – the system began to experience seismic shifts, 

break downs and closures.    

2019: The US Recycling System Hits Crisis Point 

Sixteen more materials from the China ban came into effect in 2019. 

Mass recycling program closures and plant shutdowns were reported. 

As programs became more expensive to run, municipalities were forced to 

severely limit or close them altogether. A recycling crisis was officially 

announced by leading industry experts. 

2020: COVID-19 Shuts Down Recycling Plants 

Even though recycling was deemed an essential service, the sweeping effects of 

the COVID-19 pandemic that struck in 2020 have caused havoc to an already 

ailing industry. 

There have been many more closures, and municipalities have had to dedicate 

more time, funding and effort into the increasing issue that is keeping their city 

recycling programs alive. 

https://www.dell.com/learn/us/en/uscorp1/corporate_corp-comm_dellcorpwebpage/getfreeat-homepickup
https://e360.yale.edu/features/piling-up-how-chinas-ban-on-importing-waste-has-stalled-global-recycling
https://www.vox.com/the-goods/2019/3/18/18271470/us-cities-stop-recycling-china-ban-on-recycles
https://www.wastedive.com/news/covering-covid-19s-evolving-impact-on-the-waste-and-recycling-sector/576275/
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2021 and Beyond: Ending Wish-cycling and 

Launching New Models 

Amidst the industry bans and pandemic outbreak – what does the future of 

recycling industry operations look like? Many experts have weighed in. There is a 

pressing need now, more than ever before, to continue recycling waste – in order 

to reduce contamination levels and slow the harmful effects of climate change. 

In 2021 and beyond, the industry will need municipal leaders like you to come up 

with innovative solutions to unprecedented problems. This means improving the 

rate of technology adoption in the recycling industry, so that digital 

transformation can have a positive future impact. 

It means embracing technology-driven recycling education to install a data-

centric approach to solving wide-scale wish-cycling in residential areas. 

Considerations like recycling plant automation, encouraging closed loop 

recycling policy and environmental protections, and finding new models to fund 

and expand your existing recycling programs – is paramount to the future of this 

industry. 

Corporate and residential sponsorships are a route forward, putting sustainable 

growth back in the hands of the private sector, as the public sector recovers and 

re-orientates. 

The recycling industry is too important to shut down. In 2020, consider the 

history of recycling, the battles fought and won to protect the earth and its 

people. Let’s chart a new course to rework the systems that we have, to 

keep these essential city recycling programs alive! 

LINK: https://recyclecoach.com/resources/the-mind-boggling-history-of-city-

recycling-500bc-present/ 

 

https://www.rts.com/blog/the-future-of-recycling-looking-to-2020-and-beyond/
https://recyclecoach.com/municipalities/
https://www.recyclingproductnews.com/article/33891/commentary-automating-recycling-is-good-strategy-during-covid-19-and-for-the-future
https://recyclecoach.com/resources/the-mind-boggling-history-of-city-recycling-500bc-present/
https://recyclecoach.com/resources/the-mind-boggling-history-of-city-recycling-500bc-present/

