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JunkInto
Money
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Here'sonefellowwhohasnoobjectionto
$65 oil: a plasticsrecyclerIByKerryA. Dolan

C
ACOPIIONY RE:ll;NS INSIDE:

Michael Biddle's 45,000-

squal'e-foot recyclingplant in
Richmond, Calif. Pieces of
fax mc\Chines. telephones.
keybmlrds and cell phones
arc fed into green hopper<

alop 2().foot-tallchutes. Pipes,md conveyor
bdls run everywhere. Amid the whirring
f,ms and clanging grinders, you can pluck
out the sounds of Oldal dinking as it gets
sucked OUlby ejectors. plastic pinging as it
is pulled away from foil and paper, air jets
whooshing as they separate light-color plas-
tic from dark. Out the end come gray pel-
lets, sorted into six or more grades of
reusable plastic.

To Biddle it's a symphony, the result of
nearly two decades of hard work. He claims
to be the first to figure out how to take
nearly any kind of plastic trash, which is
usually a mongrel blend of up to 20 differ-
ent plastics. and separate it by chemical

type, Biddle.'s fa"lories make the' thrc<
importilnlplasticsused in durahlc !!.l)od:-.
and electronics: polypropylene. acryloni.
trile butadiene styrene (alias ABS) and poly-
st)'rcnc. "Wc'J'c changing the way plaslit' is

nMde, just like minimills changed fill' way

steel was made." he says.

Every year 40 million ton; of plaslic-

in cars. refrigerators. personal c:ompulcrs.
lax machines. colTccmakers. food hins, hOI-

tics and so on-arc chomped in landfills in

the U.S. Landllll space happens 10he plenti-

ful at the moment, but it might not he /lll'

Inng. and in any event many Americans arc

wracked with guilt at the nolion of all this
compressed garbage silling around. Pres-
sure to recyde is bnilding. In Europe it is
mandatory for produ"ers of electronic

goods 10 tilke back their products and

recycle them.

The swelling waste stream is the fuel for

Biddle's MilA Polymers. "They're clearly

pioneers. If anybody's in a position to suc-
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The_Storyof.Garbage
Plastics -ecycling rates are among the lowest because of the challenges involVp.dIn separating the different types.

Fields that 11l<hlceeddy
cunents TIus C1eatesa bny
magnebc pole m the metal SC1ap.
enabhng It to be flung off a
com'eyOl belt mto a collechon
bm TIle lemauung plashc wai:-te
ISsluedded mlbl the pieces 31e
the Size of a Slllallfingemail
TIle Sizele<hICbon<hslodges
tIungs hke wood. foam and foils
that may be attached to the
plai:-tic TIlese unwanted bits al e
sep31ated with all dasi:-ifiers
ul\oentedm the food-pI ocesSing
uHhlSby to WlllllOWchafffi.om
gram TIlen comes tile haHI part.
sep31abng the plai:-ticbits by
pOI)lllel t)ve TIle compauy has
tIuee patents aWMdedand fin
more pending

TIlele ha"e been setbacks. In
Octobel .2000the factory m
RIchmond caught file and one
wOlkel died. TIle line was down
for nearly a year and MB.-\.
Polymels mi:-1UerSp31d8 nulhon
to settle lawsmts bl ought ag31ni:-t
it TIle sUi:-pectedcause. d\1i:-t
fiom tonel cartlldges ~IB.-\.no
longer accepts tonel c31hidges.

Bid<Uewants to bUIldat least

fiye more factones witllJoint
"enhue pMblers III the next fiye
years. ~IOi:-t\\lll be in Em ope.
where the greell1es 31e ascend1nt
and demand fOlIlls sel 'lces IS
gJeatei:-tCluna ISan)tlung but
gJeen. but demand ~lO\1ldbe
i:-tJOngthere. too. i:-lllce

Ius plants use less ener~' and
watel than nrgJn plants do. and
both those components ale III
short i:-11pplyCluna UllpOIts 5000
of ItS pi ai:-ticand IS the fai:-test
gJO\\lng plai:-tics malket III the
wOlld. If all goes well. BHI<Ue
\\lll take a piece out of the hade
defiC1t as well as the

neighborhood landfill
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72 milliontons amount of trash recycled in 2003

15 milliontons amount of trash recycled in 1980

93% amount of auto batteries recycled

71% amount of recycling in the steel industry

48% amount of paperand paperboardrecycled

44% amount of aluminum,beer andsoft drinkcans recycled

32% amount of plastic milkcontainers recycled

22% amount of glass containers recycled

2%to 4%estimated amount of all plastics recycled

48 cents price per pound of virgin high-impact polystyrene in 2002

68 cents price per pound of virgin high-impact polystyrene in 2005
Recycling figures are for U,S, Sources: Environmental Protection Agency: PlasHes Technology; Recycling Today: MBA Polymers.
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