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• About toxic “chemical recycling”

• Public records requests for information about hazardous chemicals at “chemical 
recycling” facilities across the US

• Facilities store and use large amounts of hazardous chemicals that are 
carcinogens and acutely toxic; raise risks of spills, fires, and explosions

• Hazardous chemicals are transported to and from facilities by highway and rail

• Some facilities are not following regulatory reporting requirements, leaving 
workers, first responders, and communities in the dark about potential threats
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Today: looking behind the curtain 



Two major NRDC analyses of the “chemical recycling” 
industry revealed that it’s mostly not recycling at all but is 

rather greenwashed incineration.
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Origin of this project



Mechanical recycling: plastic à plastic



“Chemical recycling”: plastic à fuel, chemicals, 
toxic emissions, + waste

Chemicals 
Plastic waste

Fuel 

Fuel gets 
burned

Break down 
plastic

Chemical 
components 

Plastic

Pyrolysis
Gasification
Solvolysis
etc.

Toxic air 
emissions, solid, 

liquid waste 

Toxic air 
emissions, solid, 

liquid waste 



• Pyrolysis accounts for 80% of “chemical recycling” operating and proposed facilities in the 
U.S.

• More than a third of all states have at least one proposed or currently operating facility.
o Tend to be in low-income communities and/or communities of color.
o Even communities/states without facilities could still be impacted from the 

transportation of hazardous waste. 
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Other Findings



CHEMICAL RECYCLING:

fails to recycle plastic

leads to air and water pollution and toxic waste

harms environmental justice communities

facilities store and use hazardous chemicals
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→What kinds? How much?
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EPCRA request process
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EPCRA request process
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4 facilities use pyrolysis; 
1 uses solvent-based 
purification
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Physical hazards also reported

• Flammable 

• Corrosive 

• Explosive

• Compressed gas
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Physical hazards also reported

• Flammable 

• Every facility has flammable chemicals present 
on-site

• Reported amounts from 60,000 to >3 million pounds 
on any given day
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10,000 to 3 million pounds 
of pyrolysis oil stored 

on-site on any given day
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In 2022, Brightmark 
reported a spill of 170 
gallons of pyrolysis oil
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Shipping hazardous 
chemicals extends 
the risk of harm 
beyond the vicinity of 
the facilities.

Hazardous chemical 
incidents occur almost 
every day in the United 
States.
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Still missing critical data

Purpose or 
function of the 

chemical

Health and 
physical hazards 

reported not 
consistent

Amounts not 
always accurately 

reported

Amounts below 
EPCRA threshold

Chemical names or 
CASRNs sometimes 

omitted

Some facilities part 
of larger complex
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Summary

Large amounts of seriously 
hazardous chemicals 

shipped and stored around 
the country

Lack of awareness and 
transparency

Recommendations

Strengthen health, 
pollution, and community 
right-to-know safeguards.

Require transparency and 
accountability for chemical 

recycling impacts.

Reject subsidies and 
greenwashing; prioritize 
real plastics solutions.



We plan to send more requests for Tier II and Emergency Plan 
information. 

• Please connect if you have a facility you would like to be 
involved in the request for!
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Call to action



https://www.nrdc.org/resources/chemical-recycling



Thank you

Shannon Goff, spuebla@nrdc.org
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