Policy is Mandatory to Deliver Statewide Waste Reduction Goals
New York local governments will not realistically achieve the State’s 85% waste reduction by 2050 and related Climate Action Plan goals without a broad, system-wide restructuring of waste and recycling management. For decades, statewide recycling rates have been stagnant, hovering near 20%.  The gap is too large to close through incremental municipal program tweaks- the State must move to adopt a strategy that aligns responsibility, funding, and accountability across the entire materials management system.
New York is currently spending approximately $788 million per year to manage a recycling system that is both expensive and underperforming. While the State has a well-established network of recycling infrastructure and decades of operational experience, performance has stagnated. To achieve the 85% waste reduction target by 2050, New York would need to effectively quadruple recycling performance over the next ~24 years. Yet statewide recycling rates have not meaningfully improved in decades, raising serious questions about whether the current system structure can deliver the scale of change required.
The most significant opportunity lies in packaging and paper, which comprise roughly 44% of New York’s municipal solid waste stream. If the State is serious about meeting its 2050 goals, this category must be addressed at scale. Meaningful gains in packaging and paper recovery alone could account for nearly half of the 85% waste reduction objective, making it the primary lever for systemic improvement.
Access is not the limiting factor to stagnant recycling rates—capture is. About 97% of New Yorkers have curbside recycling access (though roughly half of that population is in NYC). Multi-family access is reported around 87% statewide, but drops to roughly 48% when NYC is removed. Even where access exists, the State is still only recovering about 18–20% of MSW, demonstrating that the core problem is system performance, not simply program availability.
The recoverable material is already “in reach,” but not being captured. NY Needs Assessment findings indicate 76% of paper and packaging generated could be recovered through existing curbside programs, and most recycling programs already accept the majority of these materials. Yet statewide, only about 30% of packaging and paper is actually captured, meaning roughly 70% is still being missed despite broad acceptance.
Recycling contamination is not a peripheral concern — it is a structural barrier to achieving meaningful recycling performance. Contamination creates significant cost burdens for collection, processing, and disposal. These costs ultimately fall on municipalities and taxpayers when material that was intended to be recycled must instead be managed as waste.
To meet long-term waste reduction goals, the State must implement policy that both enforces clear performance standards and funds sustained education efforts.  Costs are real and rising.  Without sustained education funding and consistent standards, capture and quality will remain constrained.
Local governments cannot deliver an 85% reduction goal through isolated municipal programs when the dominant material stream (packaging/paper) is driven by product design, market volatility, inconsistent acceptance lists, contamination, and inadequate education funding. Meeting waste reduction goals requires a broad, statewide restructuring through implementation of EPR for packaging—one that includes paper products, sets uniform standards, funds education and infrastructure, assigns clear financial reimbursement terms, and creates enforceable performance expectations.
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