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Expanded	Plastics	Pilot	Program	Case	Study:	Challenge	Recycling	
Tamworth	
 
Challenge Recycling Tamworth was one of 18 recipients of a grant from the New South Wales 

Environment Protection Authority and the Australian Packaging Covenant to establish an 
expanded plastics recovery program. 

 

Background 
 Challenge Recycling Tamworth is the recycling contractor for Tamworth Regional Council.  

The Council, which is situated in the New England part of New South Wales, has a 
population of 59,461 (2010).  Tamworth, the main centre, is approximately 389 km from 
Sydney. 

 Challenge Recycling had previous discussions with Tamworth Regional Council about low 
hanging fruit for recycling, in terms of what was recyclable and what wasn’t currently being 
recycled, and there had been past discussions with them about polystyrene recycling.  
Council was not interested in processing EPS through the Council recycling bin system, 
because polystyrene “just ends up contaminating the recycling stream and makes it 
impossible to process through their MRF”. 

 Challenge Recycling was approached by the New South Wales EPA about the rollout of the 
EPS recycling pilot program, and learnt that funding was available for it.  They had 
discussions with Tamworth Regional Council about collaborating with them on an EPS 
recycling project and, as Council was interested, Challenge Recycling submitted a grant 
application, which was successful. 

 They don’t believe that there is a strong business case for EPS recycling to a recycling 
contractor.  As Peter Dunstan, from Challenge Recycling, explained: 

 
 They pay a person with a disability to operate the compacting machine.  He is on a 

productivity-based wage and “is perfectly able to do the job of taking the extruded EPS and 
putting it into a mould; it is a simple operation, so the fact that we pay a productivity-based 
wage to a person with disability and provide employment for him was the other selling point 
for us.” 

There isn’t a business case for it.  We felt that if the grant funding would pay for the 
processing equipment and we could fabricate a shed (which we did at our own expense), 
then it really came down to labour as a rate per hour against the volume of EPS collected 
and processed, but it wasn’t done out of a strong business case.  It was done more out of 
a social awareness that polystyrene fills a lot of landfill; it was not a product that we were 
going to make any significant margin on, as the amount of polystyrene that you have to 
collect, then shred and melt and extrude [is high].  The end product is pretty small by 
comparison and it takes a mountain of polystyrene to produce a semi-trailer load full of 
processed polystyrene and a fair labour component in that.  There is not a business case 
in my opinion, unless you have easy access to it ... and unless Council was to value its 
landfill and give you some rebate, because of the value for not having that material in 
landfill.  However, a commercial case for collecting it, processing it, putting on a truck and 
paying freight to send it to the market, there is not a case to make for it.  It was more of 
an environmental collaboration with Council to keep it out of landfill.  (Peter Dunstan) 
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New shed to house the compactor  

Hot compactor in place 

Achievements 
 Challenge Recycling built a shed to house the new hot compactor and trained a staff person 

to operate the machine.  They also constructed special steel trays as moulds for the 
extruded sausages of EPS (see below). 

 They collect the EPS in three ways: 
1. They offered a free polystyrene pick-up to their commercial customers who already had 

a cardboard recycling pick-up (there was a fee for this service).  They provide a bulker 
bag at each business and the truck driver brings the bags of EPS to the compacting 
area. 

2. They have a drop-off centre just at the entrance to the landfill, so that when people drop 
off cardboard, they can also drop off their EPS nearby. 

3. There is a polystyrene drop-off point at a central point near stores selling white goods. 
Because much of the wrapping of these goods is polystyrene, it’s where they source a 
lot of their commercial polystyrene. 

 They believe that they obtain roughly 50% of their polystyrene from commercial businesses 
and about 50% from the public who are depositing it at drop-off points. 

 They estimated that they collected about 35 tonnes of processed polystyrene in 2013. (This 
is the second highest tonnage collected in the New South Wales EPA pilot program, Sydney 
Fish Market collected 74 tonnes for the year)  “The volume of that is humongous, as the bulk 
of EPS is air.” Peter Dunstan 

 
Specially made trays to serve as moulds 

 
Blocks made from “hot sausages” of EPS 

 They have already sent off one semi-trailer load of processed EPS (a semi-trailer holds 
about 22 tonnes of processed EPS) and have another one almost ready to go. 

 They sell the processed material to IS Recycling (from whom they bought the compactor), 
earning about $500 per tonne.  The product is then sold on to manufacturers in Asia. 
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Key Stakeholders 
 Tamworth Regional Council 
 Commercial cardboard customers to whom they already provide a service and now do free 

EPS collections 
 NSW EPA 
 Company that sold them the machine and that now buys the compacted EPS 
 General public who drop off EPS at the public drop-off point 
 Staff at Challenge who manage the program and operate the machinery 
 Truck drivers who cart the material to the buyer 

Communication, Marketing and Education 
 There is a large, blue, metal sign on the EPS collection cage at the drop-off point near the 

landfill. 
 They created a flier about the free EPS recycling service.  The truck drivers gave this flier to 

each business when they went to collect cardboard and also communicated it to the client 
verbally. 

 Challenge has about 300 to 400 commercial customers, including business houses, 
markets, schools, restaurants, pubs, clubs and supermarkets.  They have two trucks, each 
with a crew of three, working full-time to collect cardboard and EPS from these customers.  
Where EPS is a reasonable part of their waste stream, most of the commercial businesses 
have opted into the program. “Because they can get rid of it free and who wouldn’t want 
that?” (Peter Dunstan) 

Benefits 
 Providing an improved service to their customers. 
 Keeping the product out of landfill (environmental). 
 Providing employment for a staff member at Challenge (social). 

Problems/Issues 
 Challenge Recycling was concerned about marketing the polystyrene recycling service too 

widely to the community.  They felt that the message would be too confusing to many 
people: that EPS is recyclable, but should not go in the recycling bin.  They were concerned 
that people contaminate the recycling bin anyway.  The last thing they wanted was to have 
polystyrene adding to this contamination. This was for two reasons: 

1. The recyclables would get dirty. 
2. Polystyrene would break up into tiny little balls and turn into something “you couldn’t 

do anything with.” 
 Their dilemma is: “How do you create awareness without opening the floodgates and have 

stuff go into the recycling bins?” For them, “it was about providing signage at the drop-off 
point, it was about talking to their commercial customers and it was about providing a free 
service to these customers.” 

 They were concerned about fumes coming from the compactor when it was processing the 
polystyrene, and so they try to ensure that there is good air circulation in the room. 

 Quality control is important, especially about keeping the product clean for the end buyer of 
the product.  So it was important, at all stages in the collection and processing, to be aware 
of this. 

 They needed an operator that was conscientious – who took the labels off, who didn’t mix 
the different types of expanded plastics and who didn’t accept dirty boxes.  So they trained 
the operator well and made sure he was aware of quality issues. 
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 Challenge Recycling has had little trouble with the quality of the polystyrene from their 
commercial customers. They gave them clear information at the beginning – that they only 
wanted clean polystyrene and to put any dirty contaminated polystyrene in the waste bin.  
By and large, customers have been very good at that and they have been getting a good 
clean product. 

Key Things to Communicate 
 Polystyrene is recyclable, but it should 

not go in the kerbside recycling bin. 
 You can’t truck EPS any great distance 

for it to be viable; it’s a product that you 
have to aggregate locally. 

 It is not commercially viable, but there 
are benefits to stakeholders in doing it 
(social and environmental). 

Top Tips 
 Provide the EPS collection as a free service to businesses and the community. 
 Ensure that either there is very good air-flow to the area where polystyrene is being 

processed or that there is a very good suction device to pull out any fumes. 
 Peter believes that it would be difficult for a commercial operator to make money out of EPS 

recycling.  Challenge Recycling probably wouldn’t have adopted the program if they weren’t 
able to employ a disabled person and pay them a productivity-based wage and if they had 
not received a grant to buy the compactor.  However, he believes that there has been a net 
benefit to the Tamworth community in processing EPS, in both environmental and social 
terms.  

 On occasions, they arranged for a truck driver to take a pallet of EPS to Sydney, rather than 
waiting for a full load.  The truck driver just added it to the truck and dropped it off at the 
EPS buyer’s depot on the way to the cardboard recycling site – for no extra charge. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Contact Person 
Peter Dunstan 
Challenge Recycling Tamworth 
Tel: 02 6763 1856, Mob: 0418 0214 633 
Email: peter@challserv.org.au 

If we had to buy the machinery we wouldn’t 
have done it, but we were grateful to the EPA 
for the grant and to be able to partner with 
Council in it.   
I think it’s a good program. 
(Peter Dunstan) 

It's a good news story really – in terms of providing 
employment keeping the product out of landfill and partnering 
with Council.  Overall we are happy with the program. (Peter 
Dunstan) 


