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The Challenges of Building Recycling Systems in Contempo-
rary China:

A Case Study of the Recycling Industry in Shenyang

KIN Tai-U

Kwansei Gakuin University
1-1-155 Uegahara, Nishinomiya-city, Hyogo, 662~8501, JAPAN

Amid growing concerns over the depletion of the world’s metal resources, there is
now greater reliance on recyclable resources in China than in the past. At the same time,
concerns about waste treatment have also become a significant social issue. Under this
current condition, the Chinese government has embarked on a policy of constructing an
integral recycling system through the regulation of the recycling industry in the private
sector in order to enhance the effective use of recyclable resources. Due to the govern-
ment’s action, the environment for the recycling industry has improved and it is now
preparing to expand its business more efficiently. However, progress is not straightfor-
ward as other social problems are emerging in the actual practice of building recycling
systems.

Based on fieldwork research on recycling companies in Shenyang, this paper identifies
problematic factors, which may hinder the implementation of the recycling systems en-
visaged by the government. One such problem concerns tensions arising from two groups
of workers engaged in waste collection: migrants from rural areas employed as casual
labourers on very low wages and full-time workers employed by the government. Another
related problem the paper attempts to clarify is that of the supposed mutually comple-
mentary, but, in fact, uneasy relationship, between those organizing the state recycling
system and those controlling the sub-system proceeding from private initiatives. This pa-
per argues that the reason why problems have occurred is deeply rooted in the design of
the recycling systems by a government, which underestimates the social disparity and
poverty among each region. Finally, in order for China to build effective recycling sys-
tems, this paper stresses the necessity of overcoming poverty through the abolishment of
the family registration system, the reinforcement of improving job opportunities among
migrant workers from rural areas, and the transformation of the industrial structure.

Keywords: Recycling System, Recycling Industry, Formalization, Sub-System
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