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Segregation Is Not Recycling: Why EPR Must
Build Real Capacity

= Down to Earth 18 July 2026 @

® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

A citizen who rinses, sorts and colour-codes every plastic wrapper has done everything asked of her. Yet if
there is no plant able to turn that clean stream back into usable material, her effort ends in a landfill or an
incinerator. The uncomfortable truth of Asia’s plastics crisis is that segregation is the easy half, and the

half that policy loves to celebrate, while the hard half of building real recycling capacity remains unbuilt.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This is a classic Environment paper theme where a well-intentioned rule fails on implementation, and the
examiner rewards candidates who can separate the principle from the practice. Extended Producer
Responsibility sits at the intersection of pollution control, industrial policy and the circular economy, so it can
be asked as a standalone question or folded into a broader waste-management or sustainability answer. The
Japan paradox, a society famous for civic discipline that still exports much of its plastic burden, is the kind of

counter-intuitive hook that lifts an answer above the average.

GS Paper 3: conservation, environmental pollution and degradation, and the policy instruments the state

uses to manage them.

For Prelims, hold the specifics: Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) makes producers, importers
and brand-owners responsible for the post-consumer stage of their products; India’s Plastic Waste
Management Rules, 2016 were strengthened by the EPR guidelines notified in 2022, which
introduced tradable EPR certificates; the ban on identified single-use plastics took effect from 1
July 2022; the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) is the nodal regulator running the EPR portal;
recall the waste hierarchy of reduce, reuse, recycle, and that waste-to-energy incineration is disposal,

not recycling.

For Mains, argue that EPR fails when it rewards paperwork and offsets over the physical work of recycling,

and that fixing it means directing producer money into downstream capacity and product redesign.
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The intuition that recycling begins at the household is correct but incomplete. Japan is the standard
illustration: households separate waste into fine categories, wash containers and follow strict collection
calendars. On paper Japan reports very high plastic recovery, yet a large share of that figure has historically
counted thermal recovery, that is burning plastic for energy, and a significant volume was for years
shipped abroad for processing. When China’s 2018 import restrictions and later Southeast Asian bans

closed those doors, the gap between clean collection and actual material recycling became visible.

Asia sits at the centre of this problem because it both consumes and produces the bulk of the world’s
plastic. India generates several million tonnes of plastic waste a year, of which official estimates say only a
limited fraction is genuinely recycled into new material, while much is downcycled, littered or burnt. EPR is
the policy chosen to close this gap by making the producer, not the municipality or the citizen, financially

answerable for what happens after a product is used.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

Collection Is Necessary but Not Sufficient

Segregation and collection are the visible, teachable, morally satisfying part of waste management. But a clean,
separated stream has no value if there is no facility able to convert it. The central failure is a capacity
mismatch: policy mobilises households and municipal bodies to gather material at a scale that the recycling
industry cannot absorb. The result is clean plastic diverted to cement kilns, landfills or export, dressed up in

recovery statistics.

Certificates Can Substitute Paper for Plastic

India’s 2022 framework runs on tradable EPR certificates. A registered recycler generates certificates for
the tonnage it processes, and a producer buys them to meet its obligation. In principle this is elegant. In
practice it invites fraud and inflation: certificates issued against overstated or non-existent recycling, a thin
market where a few players dominate, and weak on-ground audit. When a producer can discharge its duty by
buying a certificate rather than ensuring material is actually reprocessed, the instrument measures

compliance on paper, not plastic recovered.

Design and Chemistry Decide What Is Even Recyclable

Much packaging is multi-layer or mixed-polymer and cannot be mechanically recycled at all.
Mechanical recycling melts and reforms a clean single-polymer stream and is cheap but quality-degrading.
Chemical recycling breaks plastic back to feedstock and can handle mixed waste, but is energy-intensive,
costly and still nascent. Neither can rescue a sachet designed without any thought to its afterlife. This is why

design-for-recyclability upstream matters more than sorting downstream.
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STAGE WHAT IT DOES COMMON FAILURE
Segregation and collection Separates a clean stream at source Celebrated as the whole solution
Recycling capacity Converts waste to new material Chronically under-built

EPR certificates Assigns financial responsibility Paper compliance, weak audit
Product design Decides recyclability upfront Multi-layer packaging ignored
Incineration or waste-to-energy Disposal with energy recovery Counted as recovery, not recycling

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Read the plastics chain against the waste hierarchy. The hierarchy ranks prevention and reduction
highest, reuse next, recycling below that, and disposal, including incineration, at the bottom. Segregation-
heavy systems concentrate effort near the bottom of the useful range while claiming credit near the top. A
useful analytical move is to ask, for any EPR scheme: does the money flow to the highest tier the waste
could reach, or does it settle at the cheapest tier that still counts on paper? Genuine circular-economy design
keeps material in use; a certificate market can inadvertently subsidise the very disposal the hierarchy warns

against.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Producer obligation -> EPR certificate purchase -> if capacity exists: real recycling +
circular loop -> value retained ; if capacity missing: paper compliance -> incineration

or landfill -> value lost

WAY FORWARD

o Ring-fence producer funds for infrastructure. Direct EPR revenue into a dedicated corpus
that builds and modernises recycling plants, so producer money creates physical capacity rather

than only clearing a compliance ledger.

© Make certificates verifiable. Tighten CPCB audit with mass-balance checks, independent third-

party verification and digital traceability, so a certificate cannot be issued without a matching tonne

of genuinely reprocessed material.

3 Mandate design-for-recyclability. Set enforceable standards limiting multi-layer and mixed-
polymer packaging, and use eco-modulated fees so that hard-to-recycle formats pay more, shifting

the burden upstream to product design.
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o Rank recycling above incineration. Align EPR targets with the waste hierarchy by capping how

much obligation can be met through waste-to-energy, and reward reduction and reuse at source

rather than end-of-pipe disposal.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

The UPSC Mains has repeatedly probed pollution management and the gap between environmental legislation
and outcomes, for example questions on solid and plastic waste and on why environmental rules

underperform in implementation. This editorial equips you to answer any such question with the sharp

distinction between collection and recycling capacity.

Practice question: “Extended Producer Responsibility can only be as effective as the recycling capacity that

supports it.” Critically examine, with reference to India’s plastic waste management framework. (15 marks,

250 words)

Sources: Down To Earth: Waste and recycling, CPCB EPR framework
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