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The Australian Battery Recycling Initiative 
The Australian Battery Recycling Initiative (ABRI) was established in 2008 to promote responsible 

environmental management of all batteries at end of life. We are located in Austinmer, New South 

Wales; 100 kilometres south of Sydney. 

ABRI is are a unique association of manufacturers, distributors, recyclers, government agencies and 

not-for-profit organisations with a commitment to battery stewardship. This is defined as the safe 

and environmentally responsible recovery of all types of batteries.  

We have a particular focus on battery recovery, but within a life cycle framework. This means that 

we want to divert batteries from landfill because this will achieve an environmental benefit when 

considered over the total life cycle.  

Defining battery stewardship 
Product stewardship is the principle that responsibility for the environmental management of 

products, including their recovery at end of life, is shared by organisations at every stage of the 

product life cycle. But what does this mean in practice?  

Because of the nature of our products, we interpret battery stewardship quite broadly to encompass 

safety as well as environmental responsibility (Figure 1). It aims to achieve: 

 Safety for consumers, workers and the general public  

 Recovery of all batteries at end of life  

 Responsible environmental management throughout the recovery chain. 

 

Figure 1: Defining product stewardship 
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‘Shared responsibility’ is a vague principle that also needs to be considered in more detail. We need 

to think about how this responsibility is (or should be) allocated between the different stakeholder 

groups. A possible allocation based on existing product stewardship programs around the world is 

shown in Figure 2.   

  

Figure 2: Allocating responsibility for product stewardship 
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Recycling will also help to conserve valuable non-renewable resources. Ore grades are in terminal 

decline for a range of metals including nickel and lead–zinc–silver ores. Commercial deposits of 

lithium – an essential raw material for the latest generation of consumer electronics – are relatively 

rare.  

Several retailers in Australia are already implementing voluntary battery stewardship programs 

because they have identified a business case. While conscious of the environmental benefits, they 

are also involved in battery stewardship because it: 

 avoids more onerous extended producer responsibility (EPR) regulations 

 provides an added service to their customers 

 generates new customers or additional sales by bringing people to their store 

 supports their corporate reputation by providing a practical demonstration of their 

commitment to responsible environmental management. 

Battery recycling in Australia 
Battery recycling is not regulated. However, in June this year the Australian Government released its 

'priority list' of products that will be considered for voluntary certification or regulation under the 

Product Stewardship Act (2011). This list includes end of life handheld batteries as well as packaging, 

waste paint, air conditioners and refrigerators. 

Under the Act products can be considered for either voluntary certification, ‘co-regulation’ (industry 

designed and run schemes supported by back-up regulations), or full regulation. The first co-

regulated products are televisions and computers. 

The Australian Battery Recycling Initiative (ABRI) supports the inclusion of handheld batteries on the 

list, and will work closely with government and industry stakeholders over the next 12 months to 

consider voluntary and regulatory options for a national recycling program.  

ABRI is also working to facilitate increased recycling through a combination of voluntary standards, 

guidelines, research, and stakeholder engagement.  These as some of the ‘building blocks’ or 

foundations that will support continuing growth in the recycling industry. Our activities are discussed 

in more detail below for handheld batteries and used lead acid batteries (ULAB). 

Promoting stewardship for handheld batteries 
In the absence of an industry-wide recovery program ABRI promotes existing voluntary schemes. 

These include retail drop-off programs in Battery World stores and ALDI supermarkets, and 

government-funded programs in Victoria and Western Australia. ABRI is a partner in Sustainability 

Victoria’s (SV) BatteryBack program, which was officially launched in Melbourne in July this year. 

There are now 34 retail recycling sites located across Melbourne. In Perth the Western Australian 

Local Government Association, in conjunction with the state government, provides over 150 public 

drop-off points for used batteries.  
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ABRI has also developed a number of resources that will assist companies, local councils, retailers 

and consumers to recycle safely. Last year we obtained an exemption from certain aspects of the 

Australian Dangerous Goods Code to facilitate the transport of mixed handheld batteries from 

consumer collection points to recycling facilities. The exemption and 

packaging requirements are outlined in Packaging guidelines for used 

handheld batteries, which can be downloaded from our website.  

A series of guidelines have also been developed with a grant from SV to 

promote the safe collection, handling, storage and transport of used 

batteries. There are six guides targeting households, public drop-off 

points, offices, aggregation facilities, transport, and lithium batteries. All 

of these resources can all be downloaded from 

www.batteryrecycling.org.au.  

ABRI is working to achieve a national recovery program for used handheld batteries that is 

convenient for consumers, financially sustainable and environmentally responsible. In our view this 

should cover all household batteries (single use and rechargeable). Single use batteries, mostly 

alkaline manganese, are less toxic than rechargeable nickel cadmium, mercury and lead acid 

batteries. However, they all contain hazardous and non-renewable metals that should be recovered 

rather than disposed to landfill.  

In addition, asking consumers to recycle rechargeable batteries only would be impractical due to the 

difficulties involved in identifying and sorting different types of batteries. Consumers are looking for 

a simple and convenient solution for waste batteries.   

A life cycle assessment (LCA) of alkaline batteries in the United States [1] concluded that it should be 

possible to design a recycling program that is environmentally positive. Critical factors include the 

percentage of metal content that is recovered for its metal value (rather than for other uses) and the 

impacts of consumer transport to drop-off points. Other issues to be explored within an Australian 

context are the potential to establish local reprocessing facilities, particularly for alkaline and lithium 

batteries, and possible synergies with collection programs for other types of e-waste. 

A Batteryback collection point in a 

hardware store, Melbourne 

http://www.batteryrecycling.org.au/
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One of the challenges for Australia is the lack of local reprocessing facilities. One of our members, 

AusZinc, set up a pilot recycling facility for alkaline batteries in Port Kembla in 2007. The project was 

discontinued at the end of 2012 after the company changed ownership. We are keen to work with 

any company willing to establish a processing facility in Australia for alkaline batteries. 

Sealed lead acid, mercury and silver-based batteries are processing locally, but all other batteries are 

sorted by chemistry and exported for reprocessing. 

Promoting stewardship for used lead acid batteries 
Australia has four ULAB recycling facilities:  

 ARA (Sydney) and RMT (Wagga Wagga), both owned by Enirgi Metals Group 

 V-Resource in Brisbane, Queensland 

 Hydromet in Unanderra, NSW. 

As we already have a high recycling rate for ULAB, ABRI’s focus is on best practice environmental 

management within the recovery chain. When we undertook a mass balance for batteries in 2010 

[2], we identified two measures of performance for lead acid batteries, based on the data in Table 1. 

ABRI supports the ‘responsible recovery’ of used batteries for recycling, which excludes rebirthing, 

informal stockpiling and illegal export. The estimated ‘responsible recovery rate’ only includes 

batteries reprocessed in Australia, formally stockpiled for recycling (e.g. at a collection facility) or 

legally exported for recycling. The quantity of batteries collected for responsible recycling is divided 

by the estimated quantity of batteries that had reached the end of their active service life. The 

‘responsible recycling rate’ for automotive lead acid batteries in 2010 was estimated to be 87%. 

Most published recycling rates are calculated differently. They do not consider batteries that have 

reached the end of their useful service life but have not yet been properly disposed of or recovered. 

They may not distinguish between legal and illegal recycling. Their primary objective is to quantify 

the percentage of a material or product that has been diverted from landfill.  For comparative 

purposes the mass balance data has also been used to calculate a recovery rate for the different 

batteries, using this approach. The conventional recycling rate for automotive lead acid batteries 

was estimated to be 97.5%. 

Table 1: Estimated fate of end of life batteries, tonnes (2010) 

  

Handheld 

batteries 

Automotive 

lead acid 

batteries 

Large & 

industrial 

batteries All batteries 

Reprocessed in Australia 350 66 050 34 350 100 750 

Legal export 150 0 150 300 

Stockpiled formal 250 3 960 2 290 6 500 

Sub-total: Responsible recycling 750 70 010 36 790 107 550 

Rebirth 10 1 320 725 2 055 

Illegal export 50 5 280 2 820 8 150 

Sub-total: Recovery 810 76 610 40 335 117 755 

Landfill 8 024 2 000 1 350 11 374 

Sub-total: Waste disposed by 

consumers 8 834 78 610 41 685 129 129 

Stockpiled informal 3 070 1 650 1 100 5 820 

TOTAL MASS BALANCE 11 904 80 260 42 785 134 949 
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Both measures helped to inform the development of our battery stewardship program. A national 

plan was developed, which identified the responsibilities of stakeholders in the supply and recovery 

chain (Table 2). It also highlighted some of the challenges and actions that ABRI would take to 

address these.  

Table 2: Shared Responsibilities for batteries at end of life  

Organisation Responsibility 

Battery 

manufacturer / 

importer 

Establish take-back programs through distributors and retailers 

Label batteries appropriately for recycling 

Implement best practice safety and environmental management practices 

Provide training for employees, contractors and customers on best practice 

workplace health and safety (WHS), storage and transport practices for used 

batteries 

Distributor / 

retailer 

Establish take-back and recycling programs 

Educate consumers about recycling 

Consumer 

(domestic) 

Return used batteries to a collection point for recycling 

Handle used batteries safely 

Consumer  

(organisation) 

Implement safe practices for storage & handling 

Organise collection of used batteries for recycling  

Ensure that ULAB are recycled by a licensed operator 

Collector, e.g. 

scrap metal 

dealers, car 

service centre 

Implement safe practices for storage, handling, packaging and transport, 

including compliance with ABRI’s packaging standard  

Ensure that ULAB are recycled by a licensed operator 

Transport 

company 

Meet all licensing and waste tracking requirements 

Have the right vehicle and liability insurance  

Recycler Implement safe practices for storage, handling and processing  

Meet all environmental and workplace health and safety requirements 

Provide training for employees, contractors and customers on best practice 

WHS, storage and transport practices for used batteries 

Local 

government 

Provide a convenient collection point for consumers at waste transfer and 

landfill sites 

Inform residents that ULAB should not be disposed in their household 

garbage bin, and how to recycle their batteries 

State 

government 

Enforce hazardous waste regulations to ensure that collectors and recyclers 

compete on a ‘level playing field’ 

Work with the Australian  Government to achieve a national, streamlined 

approach to hazardous waste regulations applying to ULAB  

Australian 

Government 

Prevent illegal export of ULAB through enforcement of the Hazardous Waste 

Act 

Develop a national policy framework to harmonise dangerous goods and 

hazardous waste regulations 

http://www.batteryrecycling.org.au/resources/abri-publications/page/3
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The challenges include poor packaging practices within some parts of the 

recovery chain, inconsistent hazardous waste regulations, illegal exports, 

and stockpiling or disposal to landfill in some remote locations (e.g. mine 

sites or farms). 

Recent initiatives by ABRI have included: 

 a brochure on ‘responsible recycling’ to promote environmental 

compliance 

 a packaging standard for ULAB (developed in 2010 and updated 

in 2013) 

 submissions to the Australian Government on standardising hazardous waste regulations.  

We are currently developing an information kit for employees, agents and distributors in the battery 

supply and recovery chain. This will cover issues such as: 

 the benefits of recycling 

 safe handling, storage and transport 

 finding a ULAB recycler 

 what to do with non-lead acid batteries. 

Conclusion 
Since it was established in 2008 ABRI has made significant progress towards its goal of ‘effective 

stewardship of all batteries’. However, there is still a lot to do. 

We have raised the profile of battery recycling with industry, consumers and governments, and have 

helped to put a national stewardship program for handheld batteries on the national agenda. The 

next 12 months will be critical in determining whether a national handheld battery recycling 

program can be established on a voluntary basis, or whether governments will pursue some form of 

co-regulation. ABRI will continue to build its membership base to ensure that all relevant 

stakeholders have the opportunity to contribute to this process. 

We will also continue to promote our resources on battery stewardship to promote environmental 

compliance and best practice standards within the entire battery recovery chain.  

 

Contact details: 

Dr Helen Lewis 

T: +61 2 4268 6629 

E: secretariat@batteryrecycling.org.au 

www.batteryrecycling.org.au 
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