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The battery recycling industry in the Philippines is facing major  challenges as  a consequence of recent developments not only in the domestic arena but also in the international economic and environmental scene. These changes have put tremendous pressure on the economic viability of recyclers to the extent of raising serious concern regarding the future growth of the industry. The   Basel Convention and the Ban amendment, ratified or not, has greatly influenced government policy in the aspect of regulation. Unfortunately, any   industry supportive policies are long in coming so that the industry is largely on its own in dealing with the restrictive business environment. The country’s continually expanding battery exports and resulting loss in recyclable raw material, the increasing difficulty of sourcing scrap batteries from abroad, currency depreciation, increasingly stringent environmental laws , pressure from environmentalists and even the entry of scrap battery exporters are driving recyclers to the brink. Given the country’s economic hardships, recyclers are unable to upgrade technologically and have to make do with what is currently available . Consequently, efforts at improving environmental   performance are limited. The major efforts are focused on maintaining business viability by reducing costs , one way of which is by increasing the local collection of raw material to compensate for export losses and minimize expensive  imports. Also, only recently has attention been focused on the informal sector of the battery recycling industry. Serious efforts at addressing the economic and environmental issues surrounding this sector still have to be undertaken.

This paper attempts to describe the Philippine battery recycling industry from the perspective of Philippine Recyclers, Inc. ( PRI ), the largest battery recycler in the country.

The Philippine Lead Industry


The Philippines, while a country rich in many natural resources, has unfortunately no indigenous sources of lead. Whatever lead bearing minerals we have are in scattered deposits and are so small in quantity that these will be good only for about 5 years of current demand. The Philippines, therefore has to depend on importations of  lead metal or recycle this from its stockpile of lead bearing scrap materials.


The major user of lead is the local battery industry which accounts for about 80% of demand. The other users are the chemical industries particularly in paints and chemical additives.


Because of the high cost of imported lead, local industry has developed a recycling alternative. It is estimated that 75% of lead supply of about 40,000 metric tons in 2002 came from recycling. Scrap batteries account for almost all of the recyclers’ raw materials. Lead from other applications are lost or are impractical to recover. Because of the insufficient recyclers’ output, local industry had to import 10,000 metric tons of lead in 2002.


                        The Battery Recycling Industry


The Philippine battery recycling industry is characterized by one dominant recycler, a few small licensed and therefore legitimate recyclers and thousands of unregulated cottage melters spread out all over the country. Only the legitimate recyclers have the smelting technology to properly process the scrap batteries to recover metal from battery active materials. The cottage melters merely melt the metal from batteries and indiscriminately discard their waste  non-metallic materials and acid. 

               The Battery Recycling Industry Regulatory Environment


The Philippines has many environmental  laws and regulations. Some are actually adaptations of the very stringent environmental laws of the industrialized countries. The Toxic Substances, Hazardous and Nuclear Wastes Control Act implements the Basel Convention requirements. The Philippine Clean Air Act imposes more stringent emissions standards and, more importantly, bans all forms of incineration. The Pollution Control Law, aside from the requirements for mandatory pollution control devices, requires community acceptance of environmentally critical projects. The recent Solid Waste Management Act, while fully regulatory in nature, is a boon to the recycling industry as it mandates the institutionalization of recycling programs in local governments. Philippine government environmental management initiatives  are not all sticks but also provide carrots. The Philippine Environmental Partnership Program ( PEPP), in policy, provides support to worthwhile environmentally critical projects. Except for administrative concessions, however, there has not been much progress in the form of fiscal support or financial assistance as earlier envisioned. There are draft legislation and orders that are meant not only to provide more implementable regulations but also to provide incentives. These are still in the planning stage and will require a lot more work.

                                     Philippines Recyclers, Inc.


Philippines Recyclers, Inc. (PRI) is the largest and most advanced battery recycling facility in the Philippines. It supplies all the lead requirements of the Ramcar Battery group, the largest battery manufacturer in the Philippines and one of the largest in Southeast Asia. PRI is certified to ISO 14001, the first in the Philippines, the first in Asia and the third in the world. PRI is also certified to ISO9002, the  recipient of the ILMC Leadership Award for Environmental Performance in 2000 and has received numerous local awards and recognition for  its environmental management efforts.

                             Threats to the Industry and to PRI

The implementation of the Basel Convention already imposed difficulties to the importation of rains to support the raw material requirements of the local battery recycling industry. Any ratification of the Ban Amendment will further aggravate the supply situation as the ban effectively shut out the major scrap generating countries as a source of materials. This will in turn result in the increase in prices as competition for the limited supply also increases.

The situation is further compounded by the fact that the Philippines is an exporter of batteries and hence loses lead to exports.

Further environmental regulatory pressure is to be expected as environmental NGOs exert their influence on governmental environmental policies and their implementation. 

The competition for raw materials has also brought about the entry of foreign scrap battery collectors further heightening competition and pushing local scarp prices upward.

Opportunities for the Industry

Not all are bad news.  There are also opportunities. The battery industry is continuing to grow. The increasing awareness of the general public on the dangers of indiscriminately discarded batteries portend improved collection efficiency. NGOs are also refocusing on the same issues and will therefore apply pressure on government for more supportive programs and mechanisms. The projected shortage in world-wide lead supply is expected to push lead prices up which augurs well for the industry which still enjoys a price advantage over imports, at least for the short to medium term.

                               The Business Environment

The 1997 Asian Financial  Crisis seriously affected the medium term performance of most businesses. Current economic and political difficulties prevent businesses from embarking on aggressive expansion and modernization programs. The focus has been on improving efficiency and reducing costs during this period of uncertainty.

PRI’s Situation

While we have been able to import rains, the supply is expected to slowly dry up due to competition. This situation also drives up prices which is compounded by the continuing depreciation of the Philippine currency. There is also increasing local competition with the entry of foreign scrap collectors intent on exporting them. All these negative aspects  are faced with a scenario of increasing demand for lead.

PRI’s Strategies

Faced with a lot of difficulties, PRI intends to pursue its business through the consolidation of its gains and success to strengthen it for the battle ahead. The intention is to further expand collection of the cheaper domestic ULABs through more innovative approaches. While imported non-battery scrap remains an option, the landed cost is prohibitive The network of international scrap battery suppliers will also be expanded to allow for selective purchases where there is a price advantage. The savings in raw materials will be channeled into efficiency improvement projects. PRI has always had successes in environmental improvement programs resulting significant material savings while achieving its social responsibility objectives. Lobbying government for more supportive policies such as fiscal incentives, scrap export controls and administrative concessions will be pursued.

Major ULABs Collection Initiatives

The Balik Baterya or battery trade-in program involving the 300+ battery dealers of the Ramcar Group will further be strengthened to allow for expanded ULABs capture. The Bantay Baterya ( Battery Watch ) battery donation program is scheduled to go nation-wide to further improve collection efficiency. Scrap collection events in industrial zones, commercial centers and communities serve as promotional campaigns as well as networking opportunities to develop agreements with institutions for the committed disposal of their scrap batteries through the program.

Partnerships with the small recyclers are being forged to allow them to become more efficient suppliers of lead and lead bearing materials.

Finally, the most strategic initiative is pursuing legislation for the mandatory return of used batteries with every new purchase.

Conclusions

1.There is a supply-demand gap in recyclers’ raw materials because of          battery exports. 

2. The gap is currently met by Rains imports and increased local collections. 

3. The increasing battery exports will increase demand for lead but raw material will increasingly be in short supply and high in price.

4. Economic difficulties may prevent the expansion of recyclers and their matching the growth in lead demand.

4. The small recyclers will remain as a part of the industry in areas untapped, for economic reasons, by the big recyclers. They will be supplying the bulk of their output to the big battery manufacturers but still supporting the non-automotive, lead fishing sinkers and washers market.

6. The cottage melters or informal sector will shrink  as a consequence of improved scrap battery collection efforts of the legitimate sector, They will , however, remain for as long as the battery reconditioning sector exists.

5. Eventually, lead metal imports will fill the metal supply-demand gap, increasing battery prices and endangering the viability of the local battery industry and its export opportunities in a free trade environment.

All these will happen unless the rest of the world recognizes, through appropriate policies and actions, that companies like PRI and developing countries like the Philippines can recycle hazardous waste from wherever, in an environmentally safe manner to the benefit of the country, its people, and ultimately, the rest of the world.  







