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In 2018, the proportional national recovery rate for newsprint was 74.1%, 
a decline of 1.3% on the prior year. Newsprint consumption continued to 
decline, recovery became more complex and recycling markets were subject 
to significant upheaval in 2018. In light of these factors, the recovery rate reflects 
both the importance of the fibre, and the efforts of industry.  
The key data is set out in the table below.

Annual Recovery Statistics For ONP: 2016 - 2018 (Tonnes & %) 

2016 (t) 2017 (t) 2018 (t) % Change 2017 to 2018

Consumption 276 104 240 615 207 215 -13.9%

Input to paperboard 60 204 34 982 29 676 -15.2%

Input to newsprint 31 840 24 580 25 389 3.3%

Input to moulded fibre - - 5 977 -

Input to ‘Other’ 18 485 21 750 21 930 0.8%

Exports 100 886 100 034 70 640 -29.4%

Total Recycled 211 415 181 346 153 612 -15.3%

Recycling Rate 76.6% 75.4% 74.1% -1.3%

Unrecovered Newsprint 64 689 59 269 53 603 -9.6%

Source: IndustryEdge 2019 Note: The column titled ‘% Change’ is the difference between the figures for 2017 and 2018 expressed as a proportion of the 2018 figures.

Rapidly declining Newsprint consumption was, until 2018, 
the main feature impacting the market and influencing 
every aspect of supply and collection of Old Newsprint 
(ONP). However, in 2018, the most significant factor 
influencing collection and recycling of ONP was the Chinese 
Government’s import quality restrictions on many forms of 
recycled materials, including paper and paperboard.

The restrictions aim to improve the quality of recovered 
material imported to China, by reducing contaminants. The 
impact of the Chinese restrictions was globally far-reaching 
and continues to reverberate around the planet.

ONP availability is falling in line with declines in 
consumption of Newsprint. Less ONP is being sorted,  
and as a result, it is increasingly difficult to discern, 
segregate or specifically measure, including in the  
‘Mixed’ or ‘Other’ export volume that is primarily derived 
from kerbside collections.
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Summary
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Over the course of 2018, the following significant market 
events and factors influenced the recovery rate:

• Ongoing decline in newsprint consumption 
continued, with publisher’s reporting total consumption 
declining to 207 215 tonnes  or 13.9% lower than 
in 2017. IndustryEdge notes that publishers are 
increasingly likely to substitute other grades of 
paper for Newsprint, as the nature of printed news 
publications changes. This experience has been 
addressed in the recovery assessment methodology.

• China’s well foreshadowed plans to impose quality 
restrictions on solid recovered resources was fully 
implemented from the start of 2018 and has flowed on 
to other countries, with very serious impact on global 
recovered paper markets, including those for ONP 
from Australia.

• Substantial reductions in the use of ONP by  
domestic packaging paper and paperboard 
manufacturers (Orora and Visy), with the impact  
most potent in New South Wales, but also prevalent in 
Victoria and Queensland. Domestic manufactures have 
reportedly tightened their own quality specifications  
to improve their own feedstock. This has resulted in  
some supplies being rejected due to contamination. 

• Continuation of low levels of recovered paper 
segregation, with the exception of South Australia. 
The result is that more ONP is being recovered and 
retained in the ‘Mixed’ or ‘Other’ category of recovered 
paper, most of which is derived from comingled 
kerbside collections. This volume is less likely to be 
utilised domestically, and due to the growing global 
quality restrictions, is now less likely to be exported. 
For sorted ONP, there are stable domestic markets.

This has also had the effect of making the identification of 
recovered ONP more difficult for recovery and recycling 
operators, requiring the use of an additional methodology 
to calculate the estimated ONP proportion, including that 
which is exported. 

• Declining exports of sorted ONP, as available 
volumes reduce and exports of ‘Mixed’ or ‘Other’ 
unsorted recovered paper decline.

• Increasing secondary trade in recovered ONP, 
between collectors, as they seek to collate sufficient 
volumes to optimise (operationally and economically) 
export shipments and to supply domestic users. 

This is exacerbated by the increasing proportional 
relevance of small ‘social’ collectors such as charitable 
organisations and clubs and societies (for example, 
Scouts in South Australia), whose contribution is difficult 
to measure, and the extent to which better quality ONP is 
transferred from the state of collection to the domestic user. 
This trend is most evident for ‘Other’ forms of domestic 
re-use, and will continue because there is higher marginal 
fibre value for many of these end-use products.

The additional transactions result in miscounting and 
double counting of some collection data, especially 
related to the ‘Other’ forms of domestic recycling, which 
are continuing to grow as a proportion of the total. This is 
shown in the chart on the following page.

Summary of Key Points

Consumption of Newsprint has declined by an average 13.2% per annum over 
the last three years, or a total of 34.5% over the same period. The permanent 
and continuing decline in newsprint consumption is a global phenomenon, 
from which Australia is not immune.

1 Newsprint consumption is reported only for members of NewsMediaWorks, 
with the additional users of newsprint considered to be consuming only 
relatively small volumes
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Because of the prevalence of this situation since 2016, 
formal export data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
has been relied upon to more accurately reflect exports 
over the last two years. This has resulted in some State and 
Territory recovery rates changing marginally more sharply, 
compared with prior years.

In 2018, a significant and detailed assessment of 
secondary markets was conducted. This allowed for the 
specific reporting of ONP volumes used in production of 
Moulded Fibre products, including egg cartons, fruit trays 
and some food and goods packaging;

• Substantially increased stockpiling of recovered 
paper, including ONP, as exporters collate 
economically exportable shipment volumes and also 
struggle to find any economically viable output for 
‘Mixed’ or ‘Other’ unsorted recovered paper, which 
includes ONP volumes. It is noted that stockpile levels 
and movements have not been assessed, but it is 
widely understood they grew significantly in 2018.

• Increased losses arising from decay in stockpiles  
and the decline in the quality of material that resulted  
in increased removal of stockpiled recovered paper 
to landfill. 

• Entrenched – and growing – reluctance of some ONP 
collectors to share information – even confidentially 
and where intended for aggregated reporting purposes 
only – due to regulatory imposts and the increased 
competition and ‘churn’ that occurs in the market 
for ONP in Australia. This further limits any formal 
assessment of stockpile levels.

End use of recovered ONP by sector: 2007 – 2018 (%)

Source: ABS & IndustryEdge research and estimates. Note: Moulded fibre has been separated  

for the first time in 2018. It includes egg cartons, fruit trays and other products



Largely due to sustained demand for some better quality 
grades of ONP, demand factors are contributing to the 
maintenance of a relatively high ONP recovery rate. 
Notably, domestic demand growth for better quality  
ONP comes increasingly from products like Moulded  
Fibre and the ‘Other’ or non-traditional end-users.

This aspect of the ‘circular economy’ is important for ONP 
recovery and recycling, because it demonstrates there is 
value in the material, beyond its recycling into paper and 
board. Of particular interest is the continuing use of ONP in 
manufacturing pet care products such as kitty litter, as soil 
stabilisers and conditioners and in household insulation. 
The market for these products continues to grow, even 
as consumption of Newsprint declines. Anticipated global 
growth in the use of moulded fibre for food packaging and 
the rapidly expanding ‘medical pulp’ product.

Recovery of separated ONP has become continuously 
more expensive as consumption has declined, available 
volumes have reduced and unit costs have continued to 
rise, in operations that are optimised only when operating 
at scale and to capacity and volume. 

The increasingly important role of secondary collectors, 
and their transmission of specifically collected ONP to 
more commercially focussed entities, provides a growing 
proportion of higher quality ONP. This is an advantage 
at one level because it encourages source separation, 
including in regional areas, and can deliver higher-quality 
and more valuable ONP. Conversely, secondary collectors 
add an additional step and costs into the supply-chain 
for a larger proportion of ONP than perhaps ever before. 
There are associated reporting issues with these secondary 
collectors, because they often lack the systems and market 
level participation to provide reliable data.

This situation is a window to the future. To the extent 
that utilisation of recovered ONP will be into paper and 
paperboard, it will only be of the highest quality material, 
especially that which has been source separated. The 
additional costs attendant with that, and the role of these 
secondary collectors, will be critical to the future.

As discussed in previous annual reports, the declining 
proportion of ONP in ‘Mixed’ or ‘Other’ recovered paper 
bales is relevant, contributing to the inefficiency of 
segregation, and masking from plain view, the true size  
of Australia’s ONP exports.

Australia’s relatively small markets and large distances 
between markets, work against higher recovery rates. 
Compression of recovered paper bales, increased 
contamination and ultimately, the average quality of ONP, 
are also working against its further segregation and against 
its export, because lower quality will now result in rejection 
of the shipment.

Understanding Australia’s  
Strong ONP Recovery Performance

Though the current circumstances are challenging, Australia’s ONP  
recovery rate remains relatively high, for structural reasons that  
underscore the residual value of all forms of fibre.
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2018 Process & Methodology

The tracking and recording of ONP recovery and utilisation for 2018 was 
undertaken by IndustryEdge. The processes and worksheets were maintained 
consistent with the structure of work undertaken previously by IndustryEdge 
and devised by Dr Tony Wilkins. 

Necessary changes continue to be deployed in the process 
for researching and presenting the recovery figures for 
Old Newsprint (ONP). These have been driven, primarily, 
by the continued decline in consumption of newsprint, 
which has resulted in ever smaller and more granular data 
being required to establish a reliable assessment of ONP 
recovery.

Process changes were introduced in 2016 and have since 
been expanded upon as the market environment has 
changed. 

These changes resulted in:

• Improved calculation of the volume of ONP exported;

• Some volumes recovered in a State or Territory being 
reflected in another State or Territory’s data, especially 
related to export volumes;

• Increasingly refined assessment of the ONP proportion 
contained within the Mixed or Unsorted recovered 
paper volume, using a variety of assessments and 
materials;

• More detailed analysis of the quantity of recovered 
ONP used in ‘Other’ applications, including the 
declaration of ‘Moulded Fibre’ as a specific application 
from 2018, rather than being part of the ‘Other’ 
designation;

• Reduced reliance on the veracity of data supplied  
by collectors, due to some being unwilling to share 
data, and commensurately, increased use of phone 
surveys and commentary from industry participants to 
‘find’ and ‘allocate’ smaller volumes of recovered ONP 
to its end-uses.

2 Including the social collectors described earlier
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Suggestions for 2019 Methodology 

IndustryEdge understands that the current five-year commitment of 
NewsMediaWorks and its members, to the collection and reporting of  
ONP recovery data, will conclude in 2020 (for 2019 data). 

Our considered view is that the challenges of the 
current data collection process are substantial. A future 
methodology, if any, will require a baseline assessment 
of the volume and proportion of ONP contained within 
the Mixed or Unsorted recovered paper volume, derived 
primarily from Kerbside collections.

In 2020, a series of audits, structured and coordinated to 
provide a genuine sample and extrapolated data, would  
be desirable and useful into the future.

Additionally, we consider a future methodology might  
apply greater emphasis on the use of recovered ONP,  
and less emphasis on publisher volumes.
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Decline in consumption of newsprint continued in 2018. The year-on-year decline 
of 13.9% continues to be very steep, and is similar to that of recent years.

Publisher consumption of Newsprint rose to a peak of 
786,000 tonnes in 2005 and was very near that level in 
2008, as the chart shows. Since 2008, the ONP recovery 
rate declined at an annual average rate of 12.5%, but at 
the faster rate of 14.0% per annum since 2013.

As previously reported and widely understood, further 
declines are expected and no turnaround can be 
anticipated. 

Drivers of reduced newsprint consumption, in developed 
regions of the world in particular, remain evident in the 
global economy, including in Australia. The rapid and 

permanent shift to digital publishing, communications and 
advertising continues to play havoc with demand for printed 
media of nearly all forms, in nearly all markets.

A situation of note is that in 2018, apparent consumption 
of Newsprint in Western Australia declined a sharp 26.6%, 
falling to 30,338 tonnes. There may be some inventory 
effect in this data, however, the economic conditions in 
Western Australia’s mining industry, the loss of employment 
in that sector, and a related short-term reduction in the local 
population have fed into lower Newsprint consumption.  

Structural Changes to  
Consumption of Newsprint

Australian newsprint consumption: 2007 – 2018 (tonnes)

Source: NewsMediaWorks & IndustryEdge



 NewsMediaWorks Newsprint Recovery Figures for 2018 8

The emphasis on the recovery and recycling of newsprint remains strong 
in Australia, despite the challenges. Led by NewsMediaWorks and the  
voluntary undertakings committed to through it, the recovery of ONP  
appears to have peaked at 78.7% in 2010. In 2018, the national recovery 
rate of 74.1% was 1.3% lower than in 2017.

This chart shows consumption and recovery volumes, 
along with the recovery rate. It is notable that as 
consumption declined, recovery rates have been far more 
stable, emphasising the efforts of the supply chain to 
recover ONP, and ensure its reutilisation.

Another way to examine this is to index the consumption 
volume and recycling rates. As the chart below shows, 

while consumption of newsprint has declined 75% since 
2007, the recovery rate has declined by approximately 4% 
and has been remarkably stable. It might be argued that 
recovery at 80% of consumption is the practical maximum 
level achievable under Australia’s current regime recovery, 
including co-mingled kerbside collections. That is, any 
growth above this level would require source separation.  

Improvements in Recycling

Newsprint consumption & recovery volumes  
& recovery proportion: 2007 – 2018 (tonnes & %)

Source: NewsMediaWorks & IndustryEdge
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It is therefore relevant to note that there are a number 
of trials underway across Australia, that include paper 
only collection and glass being removed from kerbside 
collection, to improve the quality and recovery  
of newsprint and other fibre resources. 

As outlined in the 2017 report, that year’s national 
recovery rate was consistent with the prior year, and a 
moment of serendipity, because: 

“As ONP supplies declined in aggregate volume and 
utilisations adjusted dramatically from one end-use to 
another, it is purely coincidental that the recycling rate 
was relatively close to that recorded for 2016.”

In this context, even before considering the specific 
circumstances of the year and despite the continued 
emphasis on recovery and recycling of ONP, 2018 was 
destined to be a year of significant change.

Driven by the combined pressures of the Chinese 
prohibition on receipt of contaminated recyclable 
materials and severe declines in newsprint consumption, 
recovery and recycling activities were dramatically 
interrupted and disrupted over the year.

In 2018, recycling to most outcomes, was lower than for  
the prior year. 

Even after netting out and separately reporting ‘Moulded 
Fibre’, recycling to ‘Other’ and ‘Alternative’ utilisations rose, 
albeit by just 180 tonnes. The drivers continue to be the 
pet care sector and increased shipments of eggs and fruit 
contained in moulded fibre. These alternative applications 
now account for 18.2% of total ONP recovery (up from 
12.0% in 2017).

Exports plunged 29.4% in 2018 under severe pressure that 
commenced with the Chinese prohibitions on importation  
of all but the very highest quality recovered material.

As evidenced by the growth in recycling to ‘Other’ 
outcomes, opportunities for growth in domestic utilisation 
continue to exist and are actively explored on an ongoing 
basis. Accounting for just 11.9% of aggregate re-utilisation, 
the ‘Other’ outcomes are important, with their growth  
one of the drivers for continued efforts to recover good 
quality ONP.

Index of newsprint consumption & ONP recovery rate:  
2007 – 2018 index (base 2007 = 100)

Source: NewsMediaWorks & IndustryEdge
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Despite their sudden instability, for the fifth successive 
year, exports were the major end-use, accounting for 
46.0% of the total recycled volume.

Given all of the challenges, the recycling rate of 74.1% 
confirms the effectiveness of the approach and programs 
of NewsMediaWorks and its members. The ultimate 
measurement of success in the recovery of ONP has 
been the continuing high proportion of material being 
reutilised, regardless of its application.

Paperboard

Demand for ONP as part of the fibre furnish for the 
manufacturing of recycled paperboard declined further 
in 2018. Major producers have altered their fibre mix 
and have de-emphasised ONP to the point where some 
consider it a contaminant. The producers of paperboard 
are now largely assured of the quality of the fibre they 
receive in recovered old corrugated containers (OCC) and 
are no longer reliant upon ONP. 

In addition to falling consumption of Newsprint and 
the declining availability of ONP, Australia’s growing 
production and consumption of virgin kraft (deployed 
primarily in packaging paper and paperboard) creates an 
abundance of high-quality strong recovered fibre for use 
in manufacturing recycled paperboard.

Newsprint

Demand for Newsprint in Australia continues to decline, 
as is the case across most regions of the world. The driver 
in Australia, consistent with the rest of the world, has been 
publisher strategies to adapt to the digital era by shifting 
news media online. 

In addition to Newsprint imports having declined sharply 
in recent years, domestic production continues to fall. 
It will not recover. The domestic supplier (Norske Skog) 
has been required to make significant manufacturing 
changes between its two mills at Albury (NSW) and Boyer 
(Tasmania), as well as at its Tasman mill in New Zealand.

The volume of ONP re-processed into Newsprint at 
the Albury mill was 25,389 tonnes in 2018, in stark 
comparison to the peak of more than 144,000 tonnes  
in 1999. 

Moulded Fibre

Specifically added to this 2018 report because it is 
distinguishable and a stable volume, the use of ONP in 
production of Moulded Fibre products is a long-standing 
activity. It was previously included in the ‘Other’ designation.

Prices for sale of ONP into the Moulded Fibre sector are 
traditionally higher than long-term contracted prices to 
traditional end users. Supply arrangements are generally 
flexible, meaning the opportunity and incentive to supply ONP 
to this market can be profitable, even on a ‘spot’ basis.

Other

Demand for ONP as a fibre source for the manufacturing 
of products other than Newsprint or recycled packaging 
materials continued to expand. In 2018, growth of  
180 tonnes was modest, except for the fact that the  
Moulded Fibre volume was removed for the first time.   
This designation’s strength continues to be driven by  
continuing growth in demand for sources of fibre for  
a variety of purposes.

In total, 21,930 tonnes of ONP was supplied to ‘Other’ 
recycling outcomes in Australia. 

Although still accounting for a small proportion of total 
recycling (10.6%), the ‘Other’ utilisations are growing in real 
and proportional terms. This appears to be a mix of demand 
growth, as well as the declines in newsprint consumption.

Demand for ONP as fibre for other products continues to 
evolve around manufacturers of products such as internal 
packaging materials, kitty litter and soil stabilisers. Australia 
is a net importer of many of these products, making 
increased utilisation of ONP in their manufacture possible, 
over time.
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Exports

Export markets for ONP are driven by international  
demand for recovered paper and paperboard, 
mostly from the paperboard and recovered newsprint 
manufacturing sector in Asia, especially China and 
Indonesia. 

Export volumes lived up to expectations in 2018, 
declining under the pressures of the Chinese 
prohibition on the importation of contaminated 
recyclable materials. Other markets for recovered 
paper (Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam) have 
experienced the same upheaval as countries other 
than China seek to control the quality of the recyclable 
materials imported to their countries.

ONP export volumes peaked in 2008 at 233,665 
tonnes, just at the onset of the Global Financial Crisis. 
Since then, export volumes have declined, falling to 
a reported and calculated 70,640 tonnes in 2018, a 
decline of 29.4% on  
the prior year. The main driver of the decline in ONP 
exports was the massive fall in exports of the Mixed 
or Unsorted volume, which includes the majority of 
kerbside collected ONP.

The following chart shows the proportion of recovered 
ONP exported overseas by states and the ACT from 
2016 to 2018. Proportional figures for 2001 have been 
included as a baseline for comparative purposes.   
Significant changes are to be expected with the 2019 
export data as more restriction are to be impossed by 
most Asian Countries 

The bars in the above chart at the left, in black, for 
each state, show the proportion of recovered ONP 
exported almost two decades ago in 2001. The export 
proportions of total recovery changes continuously as 
international markets and local circumstances change 
over time. 

The chart compares each state, over time. It does 
not invite comparisons between states. To further 
exemplify this point, the volume of exports from SA 
is not entirely dependent upon that state’s recovery 
performance. A significant proportion of recovery 
from SA is shipped to Victoria, where the decision 
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is subsequently taken as to what ‘stream’ it would be 
recovered through. 

A further example is Tasmania (also shipped to  
Victoria before final export), where export proportions 
have varied widely.

In 2018, increased reliance on actual export data and a 
uniform assessment methodology continued, to avoid 
double counting and miscounting of export volumes. 
More importantly, reliance has been placed upon 
independent assessments of the volume of newsprint 
contained in Mixed/Unsorted recovered paper resources, 

to establish a calculated proportion of ONP exported as part 
of what is commonly referred to as ‘kerbside’ collections. 

The magnitude of importance of each state’s annual 
variations is different. For states where consumption is 
higher (eg. NSW), a small proportional change can make 
a large difference to the volume of recovery for that state 
and thus, the national recycling proportion. Similarly, for 
states where consumption is lower (eg. Tasmania), a large 
proportional change may actually reflect very little difference 
in actual volumes.

Old newsprint exports as % of total recycled by state:  
2001 & 2016 – 2018 (%)

Source: IndustryEdge  * NT not included
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In 2018, the recycling rate for ONP was 74.1%. This is a good result in a 
year when consumption of newsprint fell by 13.9%. In many respects the 
recovery rate reflects residual strength in demand for ONP and its fibre.

As the volume of ONP available for recovery shrinks 
significantly each year, the law of diminishing returns 
causes anticipation of a more turbulent and potentially,  
of a declining recycling rate, as the economics of  
recovery become ever more challenging, both with  
respect to recovery costs and recoverable quantities.  
This is especially so for a country that has one of the  
most geographically dispersed populations on the  
planet. It is important to note industry advice that the  
costs associated with recovery are increasing and the  
utility of doing so has declined. 

The evidence in this report suggests that the loss of  
‘critical mass’ may be impacting supplies of ONP to  
some of the alternative or other uses. Current debates 
around the future of recycling may provide outcomes  
that see greater source separation, which would supply  
an increased volume of higher-quality ONP.

ONP recovery above 70% is equivalent to world’s best 
outcomes and is indicative of programs that are world’s 
best practice. Because of the geographic dispersal of  
the Australian population and the other structural  
changes described above, Australia’s ONP recycling  
rate is modestly lower than a small number of countries 
which have more concentrated population centres and 
which employ waste to energy plants. With the policy 
settings beginning to shift towards energy to waste in 
Australia, there is the potential to increase the utilisation  
of contaminated newspapers in particular. This may  
work to maintain, or even increase, Australia’s  
newspaper recycling rate.

The following table and chart shows the recycling rate 
achieved by states and territories from 2016 through to 
2018. In addition, for comparative purposes, the table  
and chart shows the recovery rates from 2001.

Changes in Recycling Rates

Recycling rates of ONP by states: 2001 & 2016 – 2018 (%)

2001 2016 2017 2018 % Change 2016 to 2018

Qld 67.1 75.2 72.5 69.3 -3.2

NSW 74.8 74.9 73.8 75.2 -1.3

ACT 65.6 53.6 67.8 82.3 +14.5

Vic 75.4 82.7 83.9 76.4 -7.5

SA 67.1 78.2 76.8 79.1 +2.3

WA 73.8 75.7 72.6 74.9 +2.3

Tas 51.6 79.2 78.8 70.1 -8.7

NT 25.4 23.1 19.8 0.0 -19.7

National 72.4 76.6 75.4 74.1 -1.3
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The larger states, New South Wales, Victoria and 
Queensland, continue to show relative stability in recovery 
rates, with suggestions that recovery may have peaked. 
Apparent Victorian recovery data remains subject to 
annual variation, because it receives volumes from both 
South Australia and Tasmania that are reported by the 
recovery sector for Victoria.

2018 saw state recycling rates vary in most states as 
ONP collectors and end-use markets rationalise their 
operations, under the various pressures applicable over 
the years. The national recycling rate is increasingly made 
up of varied state experiences, rather than clear and 
consistent trends across the jurisdictions.

It remains likely – based on the data – that the operation 
of the Container Deposit Scheme in South Australia 
operates in such a manner that sufficient other materials are 
separated to allow for a higher level of segregation of ONP, 
compared with other States and Territories.

In 2018, the national proportional rate for the recovery 
of ONP was 74.1%. This is declining, though stable, and 
is therefore much the same as in recent years when the 
available resource was considerably larger and could be 
recycled more efficiently. 

Recycling rates of ONP by State

Source: IndustryEdge


