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Introduction

As major publishers in the book, magazine, and catalog industries consider setting goals for the increased use of postconsumer recycled fiber, it is logical and necessary to examine the availability and stability of this fiber base as an alternative to fiber harvested from forested regions. The following memo relates mainly to the book industry as it focuses on printing and writing quality recycled fiber and presents data from industry interviews and from a report on the subject that will soon be released by Environmental Defense. Findings address: (1) the future availability of printing and writing quality recycled fiber, (2) the capacity to produce the printing and writing quality recycled pulp, (3) cost and related issues.

Why Postconsumer Fiber in Books – Availability of Fiber

When publishers and others commit to increasing their use of postconsumer recycled fiber, it supports the entire paper recycling system. Simply stated, the demand provides the stability and the market for the paper that is collected after use.  The projected demand (in stated policies) provides the necessary market signals for mills involved in printing and writing quality recycled pulp production to maintain capacity and/or make investments in increasing capacity.  Listed below are additional reasons why book publishers should consider committing to postconsumer recycled fiber:

· Incorporating recycled fiber into paper benefits the environment throughout the lifecycle, by reducing demand for wood, water, and energy, cutting pollution during manufacturing, and reducing solid waste sent to landfills and incinerators.  (See attached Q&A on the environmental benefits of recycled paper.)

· In 2003, 4.76 million tons of printing and writing paper from offices were landfilled or incinerated—steady demand for this material will help keep it out of the waste stream and ease pressure on forests [chart pg. 3]

· Postconsumer recycled fiber accounts for a mere 5% of the fiber used in printing and writing paper (while the paperboard sector is at 47%, the newsprint sector is at 59%, and the tissue sector is at 50%)

· In the printing and writing sector, most of the postconsumer fiber used is recovered from office buildings—where the paper recycling rate is about 49%. Thus there is more supply of available raw material left to collect and process.

Recovered Paper  Supply

The grade of recovered paper most widely used in printing and writing paper is Sorted Office Pack (“SOP”).  Industry sources confirm that paper recycling programs in offices are and will continue to be the primary source for the printing and writing quality recovered fiber.  In 2003, offices recycled 48% of their paper--up from 41% five years ago.   Steady past growth combined with continued opportunities for improved recovery strongly suggest that office recovery rates will continue to rise for years to come.  The American Forest and Paper Association itself appears to support this conclusion, as they recently announced a goal to increase paper recovery for all grades from the current 50% rate to 55%.  Environmental Defense calculated what would happen if offices reached the AF&PA’s goal of recycling 55% of all paper used.  At 2003 consumption levels, a 55% recycling rate in offices would increase recovered tonnage by 620,000 tons, or 14%. Assuming  a 70% fiber yield rate, 434,000 tons of additional material would be available for paper production.  If all of this fiber were used for printing and writing paper production, it would enable an approximate additional 1.5 million tons of paper to be produced with 30% postconsumer recycled paper that year.  At present, the Environmental Paper Network, EPA, and American Forest and Paper Association are all committing resources to increase the amount of recovered paper as a means of meeting the growing market demand for postconsumer recycled fiber.

Existing Capacity to Process and Produce Fiber

At the present time, there are eight non-integrated mills producing postconsumer and preconsumer recycled pulp in North America including: American Fiber Resources , Great Lakes Pulp Company, Fox River Fiber, Mississippi River Corporation, Cascade Auburn Fiber, Desencrage, Desencrage Cascades, and Duluth Recycled Pulp.  These mills produce printing and writing quality pulp for paper mills such as IP, Glatfelter, Domtar, etc.  While most of these mills are currently running at capacity, there is potential to add new capacity.  The largest mills producing printing and writing quality recycled market pulp are American Fiber Resources and Great Lakes Pulp Company, whose parent company is American Fiber Resources International  (AFRI).  According to Rob Garland, President of AFRI, AFRI has identified approximately 130,000 metric tons of potential new capacity that could be brought on-line within 12–18 months.   This new capacity if used hypothetically in book publishing would be sufficient for mills to produce approximately 525,000 tons of book paper with 30% pcr fiber per year. It should be noted that some of the mills above are equipped to handle only SOP and higher cost grades of wastepaper while others are equipped to produce high grade recycled pulp with SOP and lower cost/quality grades .  These factors ultimately have an impact on the manner in which paper will need to be collected.

Idle Capacity That Can Be Tapped

In addition to the operational recycled pulp mills, there are several others that are currently not in operation or idle. According to Gerard Gleason, the Associate Director of Conservatree, these mills include: Newstech 285,000 combined tons/year from two mills, 160,000/year from Ponderosa Fiber, and nearly 17,000 tons a year from Burrows Paper. Accordingly, if existing idle mills were tapped in order to meet market demand, it would represent an additional 460,000 tons per year. The majority of these mills would need higher cost recovered fiber in order to produce high grade recycled pulp. They would also require significant capital expenditures to improve their processes.  Again, hypothetically, this additional capacity alone, if directed to the book publishing sector, would be sufficient to produce all of the annual book paper volume on 30% pcr recycled fiber. According to Mr. Gleason, these mills could be operational within 12-18 months.

Pricing

Approximately ¼ of freesheet paper is produced with softwood pulp and the remaining ¾ is produced with hardwood pulp. For the past 8 years or so, postconsumer recycled pulp pricing has remained lower (avg $75/ton) than softwood virgin pulp and is at or near parity with hardwood virgin pulp. Thus, from a cost of goods standpoint, postconsumer recycled pulp on average has been cheaper than virgin pulp [see snapshot chart on page 3]. Thus if any higher prices are present for finished recycled paper products, it is due to the lack of economies of scale for producing these products or because mills are able to produce their own virgin pulp cheaper than what it goes for on the open market. Mr. Garland sees a trend of increasing paper recovery that uniquely favors mills that can handle wastepaper that does not need to be vigorously sorted such as single stream and document destruction type collection.  As such, he assumes that the supply/demand dynamics will support continued stable pricing for recycled pulp from the AFRI mills. Additionally, the added economies of scale as a result of increasing capacity (as a recycled pulp mill) should serve to reduce per ton pricing for recycled pulp assuming that the current and future recovered fiber provides the necessary supply. 

Discussion

As is evidenced in this brief overview, it appears as if both the collection and processing systems are on track to be able to meet the growing demand for increased postconsumer recycled fiber. If this demand progresses at a healthy rate with end-users committing to phase-in their increases of postconsumer recycled fiber, the system can handle it. Anecdotally, the president of North America’s large recycled market pulp mill (AFRI) commented that it is vital for end-users to clearly communicate their needs and goals so that recycled pulp producers can plan and develop the appropriate capacity to meet those needs.

Interview Contact Information: 

Rob Garland, President, AFRI 

Gerard Gleason: Associate Director, Conservatree—415-561-6526 / paper@conservatree.com

Victoria Mills: Project Manager, Environmental Defense—617-723-2996, vmills@environmentaldefense.org
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Key: Yellow triangles: Northern Bleached Softwood Kraft (NBSK), Pink Squares: Southern Bleached Hardwood Kraft, Blue squares: Deinked Postconsumer (DIPC) [Source: Pulp and Paper Weekly]

