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ABSTRACT: In a free-market society, business decisions are driven by economic incentives, i.e. mostly profit, subject to government regulations and interventions. Decisions about the use of recycled materials in construction are no exception. In fact, based on purely economic factors, virgin materials are usually preferable for various reasons. But the playing field is often skewed, because the US economy does not value sustainability issues such as disposal costs and life cycle assessment as it should. This becomes obvious when comparing the situation in the United States with that of Japan and many European countries with greatly different degrees of governmental interventions.


This paper addresses some of the economic drivers that influence the extent to which recycled materials are utilized in the American construction industry. It examines the major differences between the United States and other developed countries, which have a number of root causes. Recommendations are made regarding actions necessary for the United States to “catch up” with countries such as Germany, The Netherlands or Japan.

