
A material recycling facility, or MRF, is where recyclables from 
curbside and drop-off recycling programs go. Using various 
methods, the materials are sorted and baled by specific 
material. The bales are then shipped to manufacturers who 
buy them from a MRF. This diagram shows how a MRF 
operates and the different processes that are required to sort 
through recyclables. Gravity, magnets, air and human hands 
are just some of the ingenious ways materials are sorted!



a note: plastic bags
Plastic grocery bags are the number 
one problem at a MRF. While they 
are recyclable, the MRF can’t 
process them. Return these plastic 
bags to grocery stores for recycling.

all together now
Materials are unloaded at the MRF 
where the sorting process begins.

work that gravity
All materials are placed on an 
inclined, sticky conveyor belt and 
sorted by gravity. The paper 
products stick to the belt as it 
goes up while all the round 
products (soda cans, steel cans, 
plastic bottles, etc.) roll down the 
conveyor backwards, onto another 
belt system that takes them to their 
next step in the sorting process.

sortin’ out the trash
The sorting process isn’t foolproof, 
so workers sort out trash and 
misdirected recyclables by hand. 
This reduces the amount of 
contamination in the final recycling 
load. The paper products are 
dropped in a holding container, at 
the end of the conveyor, then baled.

magnetic attraction
Sorting of non-paper products 
begins here. Super strong magnets 
attract steel products andmove 
them onto a separate conveyor belt 
that transports them to a drop-off 
point for baling.

magnetic repulsion
Magnets don’t attract aluminum 
products. Aluminum is sorted 
through a reverse magnet, called an 
eddy current, which “shoots” the 
aluminum products into a catch-bin.

a puff of air
Plastic has a different density than 
glass. Varying strengths of air that 
are tuned to the density of plastic 
are puffed at the conveyor belt, 
pushing the plastic items into their 
respective bins.

concerning glass
When glass reaches the end of the 
MRF cycle, it falls from the final 
conveyor belt and breaks. This 
broken glass, called cullet, is then 
shipped to a glass recycling facility, 
where different types of colored 
glass are sorted by light.

Descriptions


