
GLASS 

 
 

DESCRIPTION: Glass is an airtight, long lasting but sometimes brittle substance made from natural and 
abundant raw materials (sand, soda ash and limestone) that are melted together at very high temperatures. 
The largest sector is glass containers, most commonly produced using ‘press and blow’ or ‘blow and blow’ 
methods, followed by sheet glass/flat glass, made using the ‘float glass’ production process.

GLOBAL PRODUCTION/DISPOSAL: Global production of glass for packaging applications (beverages, 
pharmaceuticals) was estimated at 370 million tonnes in 20141. An estimated 52 million tonnes of float 
glass is produced per year, of which two thirds is produced in Europe2. 

COMMON SOURCES: Food and beverage containers, windows/building facades, windscreens, solar panels, 
furniture (such as table tops), electronics, medical and laboratory packaging and equipment. 

IMPACTS IF NOT MANAGED CORRECTLY: Glass is not a hazardous waste, but as it does not break down in 
landfill it occupies valuable space. Broken glass may pose a hazard to informal waste pickers in developing 
countries. The majority of glass is totally recyclable, so failure to reclaim this resource represents a lost 
financial and resource opportunity. Glass recycling processes have become progressively more efficient over 
time: recycling today uses 30% less energy than manufacturing glass from new resources3. 

Glass manufacturing is a high-temperature, energy-intensive activity leading to the emission of combustion 
by-products (sulphur dioxide, carbon dioxide, and nitrogen oxides) so it is a significant source of industrial 
greenhouse gases. 

OPTIONS FOR REDUCING: Glass is still relatively energy-intensive to recycle4, so it should be avoided for 
single use applications such as disposable beverage containers. Instead choose other packaging options 
that can be produced from renewable resources (cartons) and/or are also widely recycled (some plastics). 

OPTIONS FOR REUSING: Glass is physically and chemically inert and most glass objects can be reused 
indefinitely without degrading as long as they do not break. Its transparency makes it well-suited for 
multiple storage applications. 

OPTIONS FOR RECYCLING: Many forms of glass can be recycled continuously without any loss in purity 
or quality. The most common form of glass, called ‘soda-lime silicate’ glass5 is the form used in food and 
beverage containers, windows, etc. It makes up 90% of all glass produced globally and is the type widely 
accepted through kerbside/national recycling programmes. 

Glass that is not suitable for recycling can be crushed and used in road/
pavement construction, as a substitute for sand, or cover at a landfill. 
This includes ‘borosilicate’ glass used in lightbulbs and to make Pyrex, 
as well as ‘phosphate’ glass used in many industrial, medical and military 
applications. These kinds of glass MUST NOT be placed into recycling 
bins, as even small quantities can contaminate a batch of silicate glass, 
making it unsuitable for recycling.

OTHER OPTIONS (LAST RESORT): Glass is inert if landfilled, but as it 
does not decompose, it will take up volume indefinitely. Where recycling 
is not possible, glass can be disposed in landfill packed in a secure box 
and labelled as glass. Glass has a very high melting point and cannot 
effectively be incinerated. 

DID YOU KNOW?
It takes approximately 
one million years for a 
glass bottle to break 

down in a landfill. 
(Source: US EPA)



ENDNOTES
1  Smart Energy SRL, 2017, website: http://www.glassonline.com/site/news/topic/Markets--trends/id/26309/Contain-

ers--Packaging-Industry-Market-forecast-CAGR-Of-58-to-2019.
2 National Glass Association – USA, 2016, website: http://worldofglassmap.com/.
3  US Environment Protection Agency, 2016, Factoids, website: https://archive.epa.gov/epawaste/conserve/smm/wastew-

ise/web/html/factoid.html, compared to 13% in 1994.
4 US Environment Protection Agency, 2016, Factoids, Ibid.
5 Kopp Glass, 2017, website: http://www.koppglass.com/blog/3-common-glass-types-properties-applications/.

OTHER COMMENTS: Pyrex and crystal are NOT glass. If these materials are introduced into the glass 
container recycling process, they can cause production problems and defective containers. Ceramics 
(made from clay) must also be excluded from glass recycling streams. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE VISIT WWW.GREENINGTHEBLUE.ORG/WASTE-MANAGEMENT
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