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Pakistan’s population was close to 34 million in 1951. According to the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, our cumulative population skyrocketed to 241.4 million in 2023. This exponential growth in our population highlights the dire need to adopt a circular approach in using resources more sustainably and accomplishing more with less. Recycling aluminium cans in Pakistan would prove to be a much-needed step in the right direction in making Pakistan more self-sufficient in aluminium production. According to the Government of Canada’s website, Natural Resources Canada, aluminium does not exist in pure form in nature. In fact, it is obtained from bauxite ore, where 4 to 5 tonnes of bauxite ore can yield 2 tonnes of alumina.
Finally, 2 tonnes of alumina would generate 1 tonne of aluminium. Thus, we would need 4 – 5 tonnes of bauxite ore to produce 1 tonne of aluminium. It is obvious that aluminium production is an energy-intensive process, and recycling aluminium cans would help us reduce the energy usage and resulting greenhouse gas emissions. As per the International Aluminium Institute, in 2019, 186 gigajoules of primary energy were consumed to produce a tonne of primary aluminium. On the contrary, each tonne of recycled aluminium consumed 8.3 gigajoules of primary energy, thus slashing the usage of primary energy by 95.5% in aluminium production. Do you know that aluminium is the second most important metal in demand after steel, and its demand would exponentially increase two-fold to three-fold by 2050? It is important to point out here that aluminium is a very crucial metal and is used in machinery and equipment manufacturing, electrical engineering and electronics, construction, automotive and transport sectors.
Similarly, the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) points out that aluminium is used in solar panels, wind turbines, electric vehicles and transmission cables. Thus, aluminium even plays a critical role in enabling renewable energy transition and achieving a sustainable future for all.
Denmark can prove to be a valuable resource for Pakistan when it comes to recycling empty bottles and aluminium cans.
Do you know that aluminium can be recycled infinitely? In fact, it is often referred to as one of the most recycled materials on earth. Now is the time for us to transform Pakistan into a global hub for aluminium recycling. By doing so, Pakistan will achieve a competitive edge over others in commencing sustainable industrial growth while bending the emissions curve simultaneously.
We were over 241 million in 2023, and if only 2% of our population would drink canned soft drinks each day, we would throw 4.82 million aluminium cans in trash bins each day. Over the course of a year, it will be over 1.7 billion soft drink cans ending up in trash bins in Pakistan. In the span of a decade, it would be over 17.5 billion aluminium soft drink cans ending up in our trash bins. Now imagine, if 4% of our population were to drink a canned soft drink each day, it would be over 3.4 billion soft drink cans in a year and over 35 billion cans in a decade that would end up in landfills in Pakistan.
We cannot let this extremely crucial resource go to waste in Pakistan, and we must do all it takes to recycle each aluminium can we use in Pakistan. We have what it takes to make this happen in Pakistan.
Denmark can prove to be a valuable resource for Pakistan when it comes to recycling empty bottles and aluminium cans. Do you know that a consumer can return empty bottles and aluminium cans in over 3000 locations in Denmark? In 2024, Denmark achieved a 93% return ratio on all the bottles and aluminium cans purchased in the country. The recycling example created by Denmark is indeed impressive, and if replicated in Pakistan, it can certainly help in increasing the supply of recycled aluminium and reducing greenhouse gas emissions in Pakistan.
As discussed already, recycling aluminium cans is extremely crucial as it saves 95% energy, helps us bend the emissions curve and beat climate change. A research paper points out that the aluminium industry emits over a billion tonnes of carbon dioxide gas each year, and thus it is a significant contributor to global emissions that are causing our previously stable climate to change. Recycling of aluminium cans is an extremely simple method to minimise greenhouse gas emissions and to fight climate change.
Do you know that using aluminium scrap instead of raw aluminium reduces the carbon dioxide gas emissions by 92%? Likewise, do you know that a single tonne of recycled aluminium saves up to 8 tonnes of bauxite, 14000 kWh of energy and 7.6 cubic meters of landfill? Thus, recycling aluminium and preferring recycled aluminium over raw aluminium are excellent methods to adopt and implement a circular approach in managing resources more sustainably.
Now is the time for Pakistan to install vending machines across the length and breadth of the country that could help people in recycling their aluminium cans. Imagine if Pakistan had thousands of vending machines that people could rely on to recycle aluminium cans around the clock. The recycled aluminium could help Pakistan to commence sustainable industrial growth, enable green transition and bend the greenhouse gas emission curve. To motivate the public to recycle cans, and if not already implemented, the Government of Pakistan can make it mandatory to print either Rupee 1 or Rupee 2 sign on aluminium cans that the masses would receive when they recycle the cans. Adding financial incentive to the recycling of aluminium cans would be a much-needed step in the right direction to foster aluminium recycling in Pakistan. As discussed already, aluminium is the second most important metal in demand after steel. Thus, we should leave no stone unturned in recycling aluminium. In fact, we should aim to achieve an aluminium can recycling rate of 93% by 2030 and 100% by 2035. If Denmark can, so can Pakistan, provided enough public policy attention and financial resources are invested in this direction. Choice is ours and will always be.
The writer is a Stockholm-based policy analyst and the Founder / Operations Manager of Project Green Earth (www.projectge.org). He can be reached at aubhameedi @yahoo.com.

