
SIMS RECYCLING FACILITY 

Date of visit: October 29, 2019 
Guide: Kara Napolitano, Outreach and Education Coordinator Education@simsmm.com 
Participants: Viviana Avalos, Ministry of Energy of Chile and about 20 persons interested in 
visiting the facility as part of a regular tour that SIMS offers.   

Description  

Material Recovery Facility - MRF 

Currently, Sims Municipal Recycling (SIMS) is the processor of 100% of the metal, glass and 
plastic and 50% of the paper collected by the NYC Department of Sanitation throughout the five 
boroughs. This facility only separates materials, which are then sold them to re-processors in 
the US and Canada. 

NYC operates the largest curbside recycling program in the United States.  

They opened in 2013, and expanded NYC recycling program to all 5 boroughs. 

SIMS is a private  company, and has a public and private partnership with NYC, who pays a 
tipping fee by contract. When the recyclable market starts paying for the operation, there should 
no longer be a tipping fee.  

They have a Recycling Education Center open to the public, prior arrangements for a visit.  

Notes 

They collect recyclables from households only. Comercial waste goes to another facility, and it is 
all private.  

Curbside Collection:  
• Paper 
• MPG (metals, glass and plastic and cartons) 
• Organics 
• Refuse 

SIMS is the largest  MRF in the country by volume, it is state of the art technology, with a 
capacity of 1000 tons per day of recyclables.  

The process consists on the following:  
• Shredding: Recyclables arrive in clear plastic bags. They are shredded  to open the bags by a 

shredder called “the Liberator”. 
• Separating: Glass is what is first separated, it is all crushed and sent to another SIMS facility 

in Staten Island. Paper is also bailed, and sent to the same facility.   
• Magnetizing: metals and plastics go under a metal drum.  
• Sorting  

• Ballistic sorting:  
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• Optical sorting: uses infrared light to scan through 10.000 objects a minute. It is used for 
plastics. 

• Human sorting: makes sure materials are separated correctly.  
• Bailing of materials 
Recyclables that are not washed by users and put “dirty” in the recycling containers, are not 
washed in the facility (my opinion is that it decreases the value of the recyclables).  

12% is not recycled, and it is called the Refuse.  

Change in plastic recycling. In late 2013, with the completion of SIMS in Brooklyn, curbside 
collection started including other types of plastics than bottles, this is yogurt containers, takeout 
containers, and bulky rigid plastics as recyclable.  

!  

• Waste composition is important to assessing how well the City is diverting materials from 
landfills and how much more it can potentially be achieved. 

• What citizens consume and discard places a limit on what can be achieved even with 
perfect recycling. For New York City in 2017 residential curbside collections, this limit is 
34% for Paper and MGP recycling with another 34% for Organics recycling. 23% of 
others will go to landfill or WTE. The recycling rate in NYC is 17%. 50% of recyclables 



(green and blue bins) are collected.  

3,5 millions houses have brown bin for food and yard waste 

Most multilayered materials go to landfill. Tetrapacks get bailed and go to a special mill, and 
only the tcarton inside is used for making toilet paper. Plastic and metal is discarded.  

Any plastic under 2 inches ends up in landfill. So keep the lids on plastic bottles.  

If you are working in a large scale MRF, you cannot recycle everything because it's too 
expensive. What Terracycle does https://www.terracycle.com/en-US, is the opposite.  

TerraCycle® is a social enterprise Eliminating the Idea of Waste®, in 20 countries. Leading 
companies work with them to take hard-to-recycle materials from our programs, such as ocean 
plastic, and turn them into new products. 

HDPE is classified in two types,  clear (milk jugs) and coloured.  

Materials that causes problems in the facility plastic bag, hoes, sharp objects, weapons and 
food waste.  

Some thoughts  

• Paper market collapsed after the China Ban. For 20 years MRFs were selling their bails in 
China, since after the ban, paper has a negative value, this means that Sims now pays 
companies to take paper them away. There is a huge need of paper recycling facilities in the 
US, this is paper mills.  

• MRF is single stream recycling, not sure about the quality of the recyclables and the price they 
receive per ton. 

• About the recycling rates that are published in general, they do not represent the real amount 
of material recycled, as it only accounts for the material collected. From what is collected, 
there is an important amount (12% at SIMS, not accounting what is sent to the glass and 
paper facilities) is refuse and goes to landfill.  

• There is an incentive for the municipality to collect the most amount of MSW to send to SIMS, 
for two reasons: it accounts as material recycled: and also because it's cheaper for them to 
recycle than to send to landfill. Gate fee at SIMS is about 60 US$/ton, and about 100 US/ton 
in landfill.  

• Waste Lobby in the US is massive, as it is a very big business. Gate fees are very high, and 
the cost of land is not so much in the middle of nowhere. 

• Refuse is sent to landfill. When asked to the SIMS facilitators why wouldn’t they send it to a 
WTE plant (specially considering that the refuse is mostly plastic with high calorific value), she 
replied that it was because WTE poses many environmental problems. But then I argued the 
points, and agreed to send her some reference documents to learn about modern WTE 
facilities.  
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Pictures of the Facility 

 
Tipping floor 



 
Tipping floor and the shredder to the left 

 
View from the MRF 



 
A few bails 



 
The Education Center 

 
The facilitator showing part of the process at the Education Center 









 



 

Market prices for recyclables  

• PET = $ 9 c/lb = 198 US/ton 
• Color HDPE = $ 12 c/lb = 264 US/ton 
• Polypropylene = $ 12 c/lb = 264 US/ton 
• Aluminium = $ 53 c/lb = 1166 US/ton 
• Steel = $ 6 c/lb = 132 US/ton 
• Cartons = $ 1 c/lb = 2.2 c/kg = 22 US/ton 
• Natural HDPE = $ 40 c/lb = 88 c/kg = 880 US/ton 
• Refuse = -$ 65 US/ton (tipping fee in landfill)


