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International Recycling Group has secured a guarantee for up to $182.6 million in loans from the DOE, and is looking

to proceed with its long-planned project, which incorporates plastic resin production and plastic waste as feedstock

for furnaces used in steel manufacture. | TKCREDIT/Shutterstock
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A Pennsylvania project from International Recycling Group has gained momentum, with a

commitment for a multimillion-dollar loan from the U.S. Department of Energy.

Following an extensive application process with the DOE, IRG received a guarantee of up to

$182.6 million in loans, according to a DOE press release. The loan would provide about 60% of

the financing required for the project, which will include a plastic recovery facility, or PRF, to

mechanically process plastics in Erie, Pennsylvania and equipment to produce an iron-reducing

feedstock for steel-making furnaces at a facility in northwest Indiana. The plastics recycling

portion of the project has previously been described as a “SuperPRF,” given its scale.

The project would be the first in the U.S. to incorporate plastic waste as feedstock for furnaces

used in steel production, a technique that has been used for several decades in both Europe

and Asia, said Mitch Hecht, IRG co-founder and CEO, in an interview with Plastics Recycling

Update.

The IRG project qualified under the Innovative Energy category of the Title 17 Clean Energy

Financing Program. The LPO defines this category as “new or significantly improved technology

that is technically proven but is not widely commercialized in the United States.”

“That’s the kind of project that might have trouble getting private capital,” said Chris Creed,

chief investment officer of the Loans Program Office of the DOE. “We’re not trying to compete

with private capital. We’re trying to de-risk projects to attract private capital.”

“Our objective with the Title 1703 finance program is to offer loans to American companies and

projects that will help catalyze those technologies to full financial bankability,” he told Plastics

Recycling Update in an interview. “In this particular program, we don’t tend to take ‘will it work?’

risks but we do take scale-up risks.”

The DOE is also trying to help bring back more domestic manufacturing with such initiatives,

Creed said.
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“We’re not trying to compete with private capital. We’re trying to de-risk projects to
attract private capital.” —Chris Creed, chief investment officer of the Loans Program
Office of the DOE

“A lot of solar and wind projects were funded with the project, and now those are much more

easily bankable,” he said. “We’re hoping we can help bridge that road for recycling in 10 to 20

years.”

“It’s definitely a process,” Creed said, adding that the average time between application and

decision is about two years. “Going through the Loans Program Office is not an easy task but it

does lend credibility, and signals to private investors that the project has a stamp of approval,

since the loans are through the Department of the Treasury, at attractive rates.”

“We do a tremendous amount of due diligence on each application, not only on the financial

risks, but also other analyses, eligibility requirements, National Environmental Policy Act review,

review of their community benefits packages and compliance,” Creed said. “A lot of people have

reviewed these applications and this results in pretty high-quality loans.”

Hecht said having low-cost senior financing is vital in a challenging private capital environment.

LPO loans have an interest rate of 0-2% over the Treasuries rate, which currently sits around

4.25%. The Treasury rate is the effective annual interest rate the U.S. government pays on one

of its debt obligations, expressed as a percentage.

Being a lender carries inherent risk, and the LPO has a default rate of around 3%, Creed said,

adding that the office is processing $280 billion in other applications.

“It’s great to see the government finally stepping in to give an assist, to move the needle on

recycling,” Hecht said. “I truly believe we’re just at the beginning of a major boom of major

investment in recycling. We have a lot of work to catch up with Europe, and it’ll take billions of

dollars in investment in recycling.
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“We need to move away from a world of landfilling, and make conscious public policy decisions

to move in the direction of recycling.”

Years in the making

IRG had initially planned to have financing in place by 2022, according to Hecht.

“We were just going to do ground dirty flakes and stop there,” he said. “But we decided to

expand the scope of the plant to go fully downstream and do a complete curbside bale-to-LNO

pellet facility, including wash lines and extruders. The return on investment for adding that, and

the impact it would have on the finished product, was compelling. We figured if we made the

investment, we needed to increase the size and do the whole package.

“We realized that (expanding the scope of the plant) would be phenomenal for reducing our

total cost of conversion to make the pellets.”

IRG aims to both dramatically reduce the cost of mechanically recycled food-grade resin, to help

make PCR more competitive with virgin polymers, and to eliminate as much plastic from

landfills as possible, Hecht said.

“Part of that equation has been to expand the ability to buy lesser-quality feedstock bales, so

we have a lower feedstock cost across our spectrum,” he said. “The only way we could do that

was by having zero plastic landfill. So we will have zero yield loss on feedstock material – it’s

either made into a pellet or turned into an iron-reducing agent. We want to bring all plastics in

and have a non-landfill home for every pound of material.”

In addition to the mechanical recycling facility, which will process about 160,000 tons of PET,

HDPE and PP from curbside bale to LNO pellet stage each year, the project will produce about

20,000 tons per year of iron reducer for use in steel production. CleanRed is made from

residual plastics, and can replace a portion of coking coals used in blast furnaces, or anthracite

coal used in electric arc furnaces.
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With the DOE loan commitment adding credibility, through the end of 2024 IRG will work on

securing the rest of its financing, Hecht said. In the meantime, IRG is having discussions with

potential buyers to establish long-term offtake contracts.

“We want to bring all plastics in and have a non-landfill home for every pound of
material.” —Mitch Hecht, IRG co-founder and CEO

“We’re looking for large-volume partners to sell at least half of our material under long-term

contracts, so that would be about 50,000 tons per year of plastic pellets – that’s the minimum

we want to sell under LT contracts,” Hecht said, adding that deliveries were expected to start in

H2 2026, when IRG intends to start up the plant.

IRG is “relatively agnostic” regarding potential feedstock suppliers and resin buyers, Hecht said.

“We’ll be in discussion with a number of strategic partners over the next three to six months.”

5


