
The paper industry’s recycling success

n Annual paper recovery for recycling in the U.S. increased by 72% 
since 1990, making it a true environmental success story.

n According to the most recent data from the U.S. EPA, the paper 
industry leads the way, with a 2012 recovery rate of 64.6%, 
compared to only 27.7% for glass, 19.8% for aluminum, and 
8.8% for plastics.

n In 2014, 96% of Americans had access to community paper and 
paperboard recycling.

n Achieving the industry’s goal of exceeding a paper recovery rate 
of 70% will require an in-depth understanding of the changing 
dynamics and complexities of the recovered fiber system.

More research is needed 

n Because recovered fiber can be used in so many paper-based 
products, it is unrealistic to think changes in recovered fiber utili-
zation occur in isolation. Increasing recycled content in one grade 
will affect the system-wide fiber availability for other grades, so 
it is increasingly important to understand the consequences of 
those changes.

n More sophisticated and comprehensive tools will be needed as 
we approach the practical maximum levels of recovery for some 
products.

AF&PA is committed to support fact-based tools to 
better inform stakeholders about sustainable uses of 
recovered fiber

n AF&PA has collaborated with the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) to develop a new approach for a more com-
prehensive understanding of the tradeoffs of changes in paper 
recovery and recovered fiber choices.

n The MIT methodology applies a “systems dynamics” approach to 
consequential life cycle assessment for U.S. paper production to 
model the system-wide effects of changes to paper recovery and 
recovered fiber utilization of printing and packaging papers.

n The final planned result will be a simulator tool to educate 
stakeholders and support decision making based on system-wide 
environmental impacts to changes in recovered fiber supply 
chains.

Mapping the recovered fiber system

n The first phase of the research was to create a fiber flow sys-
tems map. This visual map, shown on the next page, illustrates 
the complexity and balance of recycled and virgin fiber flows 
throughout the paper and packaging product system.

Next research phase

n The objective of the next phase of research is to take the static 
visual map and add quantitative economic and environmental 
information to create a systemic model. During this phase, MIT 
will collect life cycle data and develop analytical relationships 
among the links in the system, taking into account economic and 
technology constraints and feedbacks across a wide variety of 
paper and packaging products.

How this research will benefit stakeholders

n By incorporating a systems dynamics approach, a more compre-
hensive tool will better educate policy makers and downstream 
customers to make informed decisions about shifts in recovery 
rate, utilization, and recycled content.

n The tool will have a high degree of credibility, as it will be the 
result of input from multiple stakeholders and developed using 
methodology by academic experts (MIT Department of Materials 
Science & Engineering Systems).

n Through simulations, the tool will help stakeholders understand 
and identify changes with the most environmental leverage.

n This system-wide model can be applied across a broad spectrum 
of paper and packaging product sectors.
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U.S. fiber flows are a complex 
and dynamic system.
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