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Introduction 
 

The Australian Bedding Stewardship Council (ABSC) is pleased to contribute operational evidence to 
support the development of NSW's first decarbonisation pathway scenarios. 

As the operator of Australia's national voluntary stewardship scheme for mattresses and bedding, the 
ABSC works across manufacturers, retailers, recyclers, local government and the resource recovery 
sector. The ABSC brings practical deployment experience in the collection, transport, processing and 
end-market development of recovered materials, and insight into the factors that influence the 
performance of circular material recovery systems. 

This submission does not attempt to quantify the emissions impact of mattress and bedding recovery. 
Instead, it provides evidence relevant to the assumptions that underpin pathway development, including 
infrastructure deployment, secondary material markets, regional logistics, market mechanisms and 
measurement. 

While this submission is primarily relevant to the Commission's Waste sector pathway, the evidence is 
also relevant to the Industry and Built Environment pathways, particularly where they relate to 
secondary material markets, embodied carbon and the recovery of manufactured products. 

Evidence is drawn primarily from our NSW experience, supplemented by national data where it 
illustrates conditions likely to apply within NSW. Where evidence is observational rather than quantified, 
the submission notes this distinction explicitly. 
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Executive Summary 
 

This submission draws on the ABSC's experience implementing a national product stewardship scheme 
to provide evidence relevant to the assumptions underpinning NSW's decarbonisation pathway 
scenarios. The ABSC makes five observations for the Commission's consideration. 

 

1. Collection infrastructure is necessary, but not sufficient. 

Processing capability, transport logistics, secondary material markets and end-market demand 
are equally important conditions for returning recovered materials to productive use. Pathway 
assumptions that treat collection capacity as the primary variable are likely to overestimate 
circular economy performance. 

2. Industrial demand alone does not guarantee a reliable supply of secondary materials. 

Our experience shows that secondary material market conditions can shift rapidly and 
significantly. Industrial decarbonisation pathways that assume reliable secondary material supply 
should account for market volatility as a variable, not a background constant. Demand from 
industrial users does not, by itself, create or stabilise that supply. 

3. Statewide assumptions can misrepresent regional and remote performance. 

The volume of recoverable material within a given area determines whether collection, 
aggregation and transport economics are viable. Pathway assumptions calibrated on 
metropolitan conditions will systematically misrepresent performance in lower-density regional 
and remote areas, in both directions. 

4. Operational conditions materially influence pathway performance. 

What happens in practice, such as how steel is valued, how collection volumes translate into 
processing outcome, or how logistics costs vary by geography, can differ significantly from the 
assumptions built into pathway models. Understanding where and why those gaps exist is directly 
relevant to building more robust pathway scenarios. 

5. Better measurement will improve future pathway development. 

Current frameworks capture material volumes but tell us less about the emissions implications of 
different recovery pathways. The ABSC is actively contributing to methodology development in 
this area. Findings will inform future evidence submissions. 

 
Scope of Evidence 
 

Evidence in this submission includes: 

● Operational data from the implementation of Australia's national bedding stewardship scheme. 

● Experience from NSW, supplemented by national evidence where relevant. 

● Observations from industry participants, recyclers and local government collected through scheme 
operations. 

 
Evidence not included in this submission: 

● Lifecycle carbon modelling 

● Economic modelling 

● Policy advocacy or recommendations 
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● Manual dismantling and mechanical shredding as distinct processing pathways with different 
quality and scale trade-offs, which should not be modelled as equivalent. 

● Processing technology investment as a forward-looking indicator of future pathway capability, 
relevant to 2035 and 2050 scenario horizons, while noting that current evidence of its performance 
is not yet available. 

 

B. Secondary Material Markets and Industrial Decarbonisation 

 

Consultation questions addressed: Q1a (market mechanisms and barriers); Q1d (cross-sector 
collaboration); Q2b (deployment constraints); Q6 (evidence to inform pathway assumptions); Q7 
(outcomes beyond emissions). Relevant to both the Waste and Industry sector pathways. 

Industrial decarbonisation increasingly depends on reliable supplies of secondary materials. 
Operational experience from the ABSC scheme provides evidence on the conditions required to 
generate and sustain that supply. 

Observation: The decarbonisation contribution of recovered materials depends on the availability of 
viable secondary material markets. Without functioning end markets, collection and processing 
infrastructure cannot deliver the material substitution outcomes that industrial decarbonisation 
pathways increasingly assume. 

Steel as a worked example of a broader value chain problem 

Mattress-derived steel is a small volume within NSW's overall scrap steel supply. On its own, it would 
not warrant significant attention in pathway modelling. Its value to this submission is as a worked 
example of a constraint likely to recur across multiple recovered material streams feeding into industrial 
decarbonisation pathways. 

Steel recovered from mattresses and bedding is a potential input into NSW's industrial decarbonisation 
pathway, where electric arc furnace steelmaking depends on reliable scrap steel supply. The transition 
to lower-emissions steelmaking, including increased use of electric arc furnace technologies where 
applicable, illustrates the growing importance of reliable secondary steel inputs. BlueScope's Port 
Kembla operations are a relevant NSW example of this broader industry trend. 

Demand from an end user does not guarantee that mattress-derived steel reaches that end user. 
The value chain between mattress collection and electric arc furnace-grade scrap input involves several 
intermediate steps, each with its own cost and viability conditions: separation of steel from foam, fibre 
and other contaminants during processing; achievement of the gauge and purity specification that scrap 
consolidators require before they will accept material; aggregation of sufficient volume to make 
consolidator engagement commercially worthwhile; and transport from processing sites, which are often 
regionally dispersed, to consolidation points. 

This observation is drawn from ABSC's operational engagement with recyclers, steel processors and 
downstream market participants over an extended period of scheme operations, not from published 
market analysis. Our experience indicates that mattress-derived steel frequently does not meet 
consolidator specification without additional processing investment that is not currently resourced at 
scale. Steel that is technically recoverable, and for which demand exists at the BlueScope end of the 
chain, does not reliably reach that demand. This is a different and more specific problem than 
commodity price alone. Price volatility affects whether recovery remains commercially viable. 
Specification and aggregation constraints affect whether the material can physically enter the 
industrial value chain at all, independent of price. 

Commodity price movements compound this. When scrap prices are low or negative, there is little 
commercial incentive to invest in the separation and processing technology required to close the 
specification gap, which entrenches the constraint over time. 

While this submission is limited to evidence from the bedding sector, the operational characteristics 
observed in the steel example, where the value of a recovered material depends on processing 
capability, logistics and downstream market demand, are likely to be relevant wherever manufactured 
products require multiple stages of recovery before re-entering industrial use. 
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warehouse for ongoing resale and donation (25%, 17,296 kg); material recycling including metal 
recycling (part of the 33% recycling stream, 22,218 kg); energy recovery via Process Engineered Fuel 
for mattresses that could not be reused (part of the same stream); and landfill residual (2%, 1,260 kg 
— primarily stained linen that could not enter any other pathway). 

The recycling pathway for mattresses that could not be reused involved processing into Process 
Engineered Fuel (PEF) at CDS Recycling. PEF displaces virgin fossil fuel inputs in industrial 
applications, producing an emissions benefit through avoided fossil fuel combustion rather than material 
substitution. This is energy recovery rather than material recovery, but represents a documented 
emissions benefit for material that would otherwise have gone to landfill. 

Linen items sorted as suitable for reuse were donated to the Remote OpShop Project, which supports 
a network of community-run op shops across multiple First Nations communities in the Northern 
Territory. Goods were consolidated at the Darwin hub before distribution to individual communities. 
Across both pilots, 290 boxes of linen reached these remote communities where retail access to 
essential household goods is otherwise limited. 

Operational experience indicates that recovery systems do not produce a single recovery outcome. 
They allocate assets across multiple pathways according to condition, market demand and social need. 
Pathway modelling that treats recovered material as a homogeneous output, or that counts only 
recycling volumes as a circular economy contribution, is likely to misrepresent the emissions benefit 
ultimately achieved. 

NSW context: The pilots were conducted in Queensland but the disposal baseline, hotel mattresses 
and linen to landfill as standard practice, applies nationally, including in NSW. The scale of the avoided-
production and community donation opportunity in NSW is directly proportional to the size of the NSW 
hospitality sector. No equivalent structured recovery system currently exists for NSW hotel operators. 

What the Commission should consider when developing pathway assumptions 

The steel and foam evidence in this section point to a single underlying pattern: demand does not 
guarantee supply, and recovery does not guarantee substitution. Each stage between collection and 
industrial use carries its own conditions, and the robustness of a pathway scenario depends on the 
assumptions made at each stage of the value chain. 

 

● Secondary material price volatility as a variable affecting the supply of recovered materials to 
industrial users. Stable commodity prices should not be assumed as a baseline. 

● Value chain connectivity, not commodity price alone, as the relevant modelling variable for 
whether recovered materials reach industrial decarbonisation end users. A material can have clear 
demand-side pull while still failing to reach that demand due to intermediate processing and 
specification constraints. 

● End-market development as a precondition for circular economy emissions contributions. 
Collection and processing infrastructure investment delivers its intended pathway contribution only 
where viable end markets exist to absorb recovered materials. 

● Recovery pathway allocation, not only total diverted volume, as the relevant modelling variable for 
circular economy emissions contributions. Reuse, recycling, energy recovery and landfill each 
carry different emissions implications. Pathway modelling that treats recovered material as a 
homogeneous output will misrepresent the emissions benefit achieved. 

● The hospitality sector as an unmodelled source of recoverable materials in NSW, currently 
operating at a near-total landfill baseline. 

● Cross-commodity, cross-sector collaboration to map value chain costs from recovery to industrial-
grade input, an approach this submission's steel example suggests may also be applicable to 
other recovered materials and other industries. 
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Why this matters for pathway modelling 
A pathway scenario that applies a single statewide recovery rate assumption will systematically 
overestimate performance in areas where the volume of recoverable material is low, transport distances 
are long and processor options are limited. Conversely, it may underestimate what is achievable in 
regional areas where deliberate infrastructure investment addresses those conditions. 

Remote recovery: deliberate system design rather than market response 

The remote context presents a different problem from regional recovery. In truly remote areas, including 
parts of the Northern Territory where ABSC has direct experience, market mechanisms do not produce 
recovery pathways. The economics of collection, transport and processing, assessed against available 
material volumes and distances to processors, do not support commercially viable recovery without 
deliberate intervention. 

The ABSC's work in remote communities demonstrates that recovery is possible in these contexts, but 
requires deliberate system design. The hotels pilot program, which directed 290 boxes of recovered 
linen from two Queensland hotels to remote First Nations communities via the Remote OpShop 
Project's NT network, did not emerge from market response. It was the result of deliberate program 
design, partnerships and logistics arrangements that would not have formed independently. 

This has a direct implication for pathway modelling. Where pathway scenarios assume that circular 
economy systems will expand to capture material currently going to landfill in remote areas, those 
scenarios should not assume that market mechanisms alone will drive that expansion. The conditions 
under which remote recovery is viable include deliberate policy, investment and program design 
decisions that are themselves pathway choices, not background assumptions. 

There is also a material difference in what remote recovery achieves. In metropolitan and regional 
contexts, the primary value of recovery is material substitution: recovered steel, foam or textiles 
displacing virgin inputs in industrial processes. In remote communities, the primary value of a well-
designed recovery system may be product reuse — extending product life, avoiding the embodied 
emissions of replacement products, and delivering goods to communities where access is otherwise 
limited. These are distinct outcomes and should not be treated as interchangeable in pathway 
accounting. 

NSW context: ABSC's direct remote deployment experience is from the Northern Territory; the 
modelling insight is relevant to NSW's most remote operating environments. Within NSW, regional 
centres with the characteristics most closely resembling remote conditions — high transport costs, 
limited processor access, lower volumes of recoverable material — include far western NSW 
communities. The modelling considerations apply to these areas even where formal remote program 
design has not yet been implemented. 

What the Commission should consider when developing pathway assumptions 

The conditions which determine circular economy performance are not uniform across NSW. A pathway 
scenario calibrated on metropolitan conditions will produce assumptions that are systematically wrong 
when applied to regional and remote areas. 

● The volume of recoverable material as a variable in pathway modelling, rather than a background 
constant. Recovery system performance scales with the density of available material in ways that 
affect collection economics, aggregation, transport and processor viability. 

● Regional transport economics as a range rather than a single assumption. Scheme experience 
indicates that effective transport costs vary significantly with route, volume and the availability of 
reverse logistics or backhaul arrangements. 

● System fragility as a regional modelling consideration. Regional recovery systems with fewer 
processor options are more vulnerable to disruption than metropolitan systems, and pathway 
assumptions should account for the conditions required to maintain system resilience. 

● Remote recovery as a deliberate system design question, not a market response assumption. 
Where pathway scenarios project recovery expanding into remote areas, those projections should 
reflect the investment and program design conditions required to make that expansion viable. 

● Reuse and avoided production as the primary circular economy contribution in remote contexts, 
distinct from material substitution in industrial processes, and requiring different measurement and 
modelling approaches. 
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communities via the Remote OpShop Project's network across the Northern Territory, consolidated 
through the Darwin hub before distribution. 

These outcomes matter for pathway modelling because they demonstrate that circular economy 
systems generate social and equity outcomes that emissions-only accounting makes invisible. Systems 
that deliver this breadth of community benefit are more likely to sustain the investment, participation 
and political support required to operate at scale over the long term. 

System viability as a pathway condition 

The commercial viability of circular economy systems is a precondition for their continued contribution 
to decarbonisation pathways. Systems that are not commercially viable do not persist. Where pathway 
scenarios assume sustained or growing circular economy contributions over the period to 2035 and 
2050, those contributions depend on recovery systems remaining commercially operational throughout 
that period. 

Co-benefit flows — regional employment, procurement demand signals, social value — are not 
peripheral to this. They are part of the commercial and policy environment that determines whether 
circular economy operators invest, remain viable and expand. A pathway scenario that models 
emissions contributions without accounting for the conditions that keep those systems viable 
is modelling an outcome that depends on conditions it has not assessed. 

What the Commission should consider when developing pathway assumptions 

● Regional employment and economic activity as co-benefits that contribute to recovery system 
viability and resilience, relevant to just transition considerations. 

● Government and institutional procurement as a demand-side mechanism that influences the 
secondary material market conditions identified in Section B as critical dependencies for circular 
economy performance. 

● Product reuse as generating social outcomes beyond emissions accounting, including equitable 
access to goods in remote communities, which provide additional policy rationale for sustaining 
circular economy systems. 

● System commercial viability as a pathway condition, not a background assumption. Pathway 
scenarios that project sustained circular economy contributions should assess the conditions 
under which those systems remain viable, including co-benefit flows that support investment and 
participation. 
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Conclusion 

 

The ABSC operates a national stewardship scheme for mattresses and bedding. This submission draws 
on that experience to offer evidence relevant to one question: under what conditions do circular 
economy systems deliver the decarbonisation outcomes that pathway modelling assumes they 
will? 

Demand does not guarantee supply. Recovery does not guarantee use. 

The evidence presented in this submission suggests that circular economy contributions to 
decarbonisation are determined not simply by collection volumes, but by the operational conditions that 
connect recovered materials to productive use. Those conditions are observable, measurable and 
capable of informing more robust pathway assumptions. 

The ABSC makes the following offer to the Commission: 

● Supplementary evidence on our carbon methodology and landfill cost calculator work will be 
provided once methodology development is complete and is expected to provide more granular 
pathway modelling inputs than current reporting frameworks allow. 

● Commercially sensitive operational data — including facility-level cost data, recycler commercial 
terms and end-market pricing — can be made available under the Commission's confidential 
submission process. 

● The ABSC is willing to participate in any technical working group or stakeholder engagement 
process the Commission establishes to develop pathway assumptions for the waste and circular 
economy sector. 
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