
 

Sweden aims to boost plastic recycling with
giant plant

March 27 2024, by Viken KANTARCI

  
 

  

Site Zero can sort 12 different types of plastic waste.

Discarded crisp bags, ketchup bottles and Tupperware containers speed
along conveyer belts at a massive high-tech sorting plant dubbed "Site
Zero", which Sweden hopes will revolutionize its plastic recycling.
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Infrared lights, lasers, cameras and even artificial intelligence are used to
sort the piles of plastic waste, Mattias Philipsson, CEO of Swedish
Plastic Recycling, a non-profit organization owned by the plastic
industry, explains as he gives a tour of the plant.

Located outside the town of Motala, some 200 kilometers (124 miles)
southwest of Stockholm, the site has been in operation since late 2023
and is described by the organization as "the world's largest and most
modern facility for plastic recycling".

Capable of processing 200,000 tonnes of waste a year, the fully
automated plant can isolate 12 different types of plastic, compared to
only four in conventional facilities.

Its operator hopes upcoming EU legislation requiring new packaging to
include a certain amount of recycled plastic will give a boost to the 
recycling industry.

"We receive all the collected plastic packaging which people have sorted
in Swedish households," Philipsson told AFP at the site, adding that they
"have the capacity to handle the equivalent of all of Sweden's plastic
waste."

Thousands of plastic items make their way through an intricate maze of
different machines which identify and separate the items into distinct
categories, called "fractions."

On one of the conveyor belts, infrared light is used to scan the packaging
as it zooms past, and a strong blast of air whooshes the pieces in
different directions depending on the type of plastic.

Room for improvement
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Among other things, the facility is able to sort out PVC and polystyrene,
two fractions that have not previously been able to be reused in new
products as such.

  
 

  

Mattias Philipsson says the site could handle the equivalent of all Sweden's
plastic waste.

"The idea is to be part of a circular economy and to reduce the use of
fossil fuels," Philipsson says.

"With our old sorting plant, over 50 percent of the plastic packaging was
eventually incinerated because it couldn't be sorted. Now it's less than
five percent," he adds.
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The Scandinavian country is not at the top of the class when it comes to
plastic recycling.

In 2022, only 35 percent of plastic waste was recycled, according to the
Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), under the EU average
of 40 percent.

The incineration of plastic waste, which is used to produce both heat and
electricity, accounts for about seven percent of Sweden's greenhouse gas
emissions, according to the agency.

"Swedes are good at recycling in general—metals, paper and
glass—because we have been doing this for a long time and have an
industry that wants the paper for example," EPA expert Asa Stenmarck
told AFP.

But "when it comes to plastics we are not so good," she added.

"A lot is not even sorted, which is a big problem and this goes for both
households and businesses. So we really need to work on sorting."

More waste coming

Recycled plastic is still struggling to be widely adopted, as it is on
average 35 percent more expensive than newly produced plastic.

  
 

4/6



 

  

The OECD expects the amount of plastic packaging will triple by 2060.

Stenmarck noted that some of the fractions sorted by Site Zero are still
unusual on the recycling market.

"So in a sense, it's kind of brave since there probably aren't customers
yet," she explained.

Stenmarck said one way of speeding up its adoption is to legislate, and
noted this was underway in Europe with the new Packaging and
Packaging Waste Regulation (PPWR).

The 27 EU member states agreed on March 4 that plastic packaging
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must contain between 10 and 35 percent recycled content, depending on
whether it is used for food, by 2030.

"It will be a welcome game-changer for the market," Philipsson told
AFP, adding that "the only way to achieve that is through efficient
sorting."

Still, the OECD anticipates that the amount of plastic packaging will
triple by 2060.

Some environmentalists argue that increased recycling does not address
the root problem.

"We have the feeling that this talk of an improvement in the technical
performance reinforces the idea that we can continue (making plastic),
that there is nothing to worry about," Henri Bourgeois-Costa, a plastic
waste expert at the Tara Ocean Foundation, told AFP.

"The challenge with these plastics is not to sort them better, to better
recycle them... The challenge is to replace them and eliminate them," he
added.

Other projects based on the Site Zero model are being designed
elsewhere in Europe, with two in Germany and one in Norway.
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