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Mississippi Recycling Creates Regional Job Growth During Down Economy

Recycling is widely thought of a way to reduce trash.  But less frequently do people consider that that same process is also creating feedstock for Mississippi-based manufacturers.  The plastic that went into yesterday’s bottle could be the same plastic that makes tomorrow’s carpeting, all without leaving the South. 

“The demand for recycled materials is growing because manufacturers understand that it is a dependable, green, affordable material for making new consumer goods,” explains the Southeast Recycling Development Council (SERDC) Board of Directors Chairman Stephanie Baker.  “Many people may not recognize it, but their home and office is full of products made from recycled goods.  It just makes good business sense.”  

Boosting Recycling Rates will Boost Economic Return

Will Sagar, Executive Director for SERDC says that Southeastern political and business leaders are interested in learning more about that business sense and how it can help them create local jobs.  “In a study released last year, SERDC determined that more than 206 Southeastern industrial facilities depend on recycled feedstock to make new consumer goods,” says Sagar.  The report finds that those companies collectively employ more than 47,525 persons and see a sales volume exceeding $29.4 billion per year.  Sagar continues, “That’s not a revenue stream, that’s a revenue river.”  

That demand for recycled material is increasing and the resulting jobs are encouraging to local decision makers.  What’s needed?  More recycled cans, bottles, and paper products to help fuel that local need for material.  Sagar points out that growing demand may outstrip local supply.  “We are eager to support community collection programs to help increase recycling rates.”

Mississippi Invests for Regional Economic Return

The State of Mississippi recognizes the importance of investing in and growing the recycling industry.   Like many other states, Mississippi is putting into practice policies and procedures to boost recovery of recyclables.  "It's important that people understand that while recycling does help improve our environment, it's also very much about creating good, local jobs and growing our economy locally and regionally” details Mark Williams, Administrator with the Solid Waste and Recycling Programs at the Mississippi Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ).     

Helping to make the recycling and jobs connection, the State legislature recently adopted laws that require the MDEQ to give priority to recycling projects when disseminating its Solid Waste Assistance Grants to local governments.  Within just the past 2 years, MDEQ grants have helped support the start up or expansion of recycling programs in the Cities of Greenwood, Hernando, Lucedale, Oxford, Pascagoula, Quitman, Starkville and West Point and in Bolivar, Calhoun, DeSoto, George, Leflore, Sharkey, Stone, and Union Counties.

In addition, the State Legislature and the Mississippi Department of Environmental Quality have collaborated to develop a Regional Recycling Cooperative Grants Program.  The program re-directs some existing state assistance funds to invest in local government recycling cooperatives.  The cooperative approach will help to solve the challenges presented when trying to develop and sustain recycling programs in small rural communities across the state.  The Recycling Cooperative Grants foster a regionalized approach to recycling that leverages the economies of scale created when multiple small communities partner. The grants will support infrastructure improvements for rural communities, spurring collaborative inter-governmental networks to collect and market materials at a lower cost and higher value than could be obtained if the communities worked independently.  Joint efforts such as these will help to make recycling more sustainable in Mississippi and will provide important feedstock to manufacturers in the Southeast.

Local Industrial Job Growth in a Down Economy  

Mississippi is celebrating the recent two phase expansion of the Severstal Columbus recycled steel "mini-mill" in Columbus, Mississippi.  The Company recently announced completion of a $550 million facility expansion in November 2011. The expansion will increase annual steel production to 3.4 million tons (3.1 million metric tons), doubling the plant’s steelmaking capacity.  Severstal’s investment in Columbus has assisted in jumpstarting economic growth in the state of Mississippi, creating over 650 full-time jobs at the Columbus site and attracting steel and scrap processors to its industrial park in Lowndes County.  This recent phase two expansion resulted in the creation of 150 additional jobs and doubled the plant’s capacity, feeding steel to the 19 auto manufacturers located within 450 miles of Columbus.  

In addition, Sumrall Recycling, a Division of Advanced Disposal Services, Inc. recently announced a $1.5 million expansion at the company’s material recovery facility in Sumrall, Mississippi just west of Hattiesburg.   The recent expansion made by Advanced Disposal will help the facility increase the amount of recyclable materials it processes hourly thanks to the addition of new state of the art equipment.   The new single stream recycling mechanism makes it easier to distinguish and process different types of recyclables such as plastic and paper.   In the past, much of the sorting work had been done by hand and the facility had been processing 1 to 1.5 tons of material an hour.  The new system went online in November 2011 and will process 10 tons of recyclables hourly.   This increase in the sorting and processing of recyclables will help provide valuable materials to manufacturers in the southeast. 

Sumrall Recycling representatives say the addition is in response to the increased interest in recycling in the greater Pine Belt area.  Poncho James the Vice President of Corporate Recycling for Advanced Disposal indicated that "So many communities, industries, colleges and schools are recycling now.  With the new equipment Sumrall is well prepared for the increase in demand for recycling services by constantly monitoring our efficiencies at the facility.”  “The more we can process an hour, the better off we all are, because that means more of our valuable resources are being conserved. We’re proud that we can be part of that process,” said James.

Regional Experiences in a Connected Materials Market

The growth trend in recycling continues across the Southeast.  A recent study by the North Carolina Division of Environmental Assistance and Outreach finds that more than 15,000 North Carolinians are employed by statewide recycling companies specifically. Those jobs add up to an impressive payroll of more than $395 million.  

State officials say recycling continues to be a driver of economic activity and job growth for the state. Scott Mouw, State Recycling Program Director details, “Successive studies from 1994 – 2010 have shown consistent increases in recycling employment in the Tar Heel state. Our latest study documents that despite the deepest recession in decades, recycling jobs in North Carolina grew by nearly five percent in the last two years.”

Beyond economic expansion, recycling saves in landfill disposal costs.  "In 2010, Tennessee’s community recycling programs collected 1.9 million tons of material, saving landfill disposal fees of approximately $69 million," explains Larry Christley, Manager of the Tennessee Department of Planning and Financial Assistance. What investors and community development officials are keying in to, however, is the ability of the recycling industry to support economic recovery and create local jobs.  

Tennessee officials are curious to explore ways to support local manufacturers.  Christley continues, "The costs associated with virgin material extraction and refining are magnitudes higher than materials reclaimed through recycling and turned back into that same feedstock. Keeping these material costs lower often helps manufacturers bridge the troubled economic times coming out on the other end ahead of where they started. If we could recover 75 percent of the top four commodities in our waste disposal stream, Tennessee's local governments and business could realize as much as $882 million in revenue generation."

Economic Answers Found in Bottles, Cans and Paper

With its manufacturing sector and access to material processors and end markets, Mississippi is a key player in the regional recycling framework. The presence of a strong local manufacturing sector that rely on recycled materials within the state of Mississippi further underscores the need to invest in collection programs within the state. Even small gains make a big difference. According to a 2006 study on the Economics of Recycling by the College of Charleston, it’s estimated that for every 1,000 tons of additional material recycled in Mississippi, over 1.68 new jobs would be created, generating over $79,000 and a $3,600 boost to annual state tax revenue. With 3.5 million tons of municipal solid waste currently disposed of in Mississippi each year, tremendous opportunities exist to grow the amount of recyclable materials recovered for use in manufacturing.
Domestic manufacturers that call Mississippi and the southeast home rely on recovered materials. Unfortunately, many have to look beyond the Southeast to find materials, while these same commodities are disposed in landfills across the state. By strengthening local programs, and collaborating across state lines, we can build effective recycling collection systems that provide essential feedstock to manufacturers who employ 10s of thousands of people in the Southeast, many of whom live right here in Mississippi.

###

The Southeast Recycling Development Council is a 501-c-3 dedicated to uniting industry, government and non-government organizations to promote sustainable recycling in the Southeast.  SERDC’s study on the demand for recycled feedstock can be found at www.serdc.org/regionalresources. 



