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EXPLAINED: The complete guide to recycling in Germany 
From paper waste to beer bottle etiquette, Germans take their recycling 

system seriously. Here's what you need to know to help the environment 

(and stay in your neighbours' good graces). 

Various recycling containers in Berlin. 

In my first month in Germany, I received an unusual call on my doorbell 

intercom. 

Not expecting visitors, I answered it with some uncertainty. 

An unknown man spoke on the other side and asked me if I understood 

German. Good, I was back on steady ground: with no small amount of 

pride, I replied with an enthusiastic "Ja!". Then came the charming 

answer: 

"So why the hell can't you understand how to recycle properly then?" 

This was my very friendly neighbour's way of introducing me to a 

uniquely German phenomenon: aggressive recycling. 

Recycling in 

Germany can be, to 

put it lightly, 

completely and 

utterly confusing. 

What goes into a 

"Wertstofftonne"? 

Why can't I recycle 

glass at home? 

And what, for the 

love of God, does a Pf and have to do with it? 

While there are still some questions ab, ut where recycled rubbish goe· , 

most Germans care a lot about their environmental impact and are 

vigilant recyclers. 

Whether you're environmentally-minded, or just want to avoid your 

neighbours' wrath (not to mention, that of the German government, who 

hand out hefty fines for bad recycling), it's worth knowing what's what in 

the recycling world. 

Note that this is a general guide and some German regions have differing 

rules. 

Wertstoffe: recyclables 

The bin known as "Gelbe Tonne·, "Gelber Sack" or "Werstofftonne" 

(yellow bin, yellow bag, or recycling bin) is for al l things recyelable except 

for paper and glass. 

This is where you'll put most of your plastic, styrofoam, and aluminium 

packaging, tins, juice and milk cartons, yoghurt pots and plastic bottles 

without a Pfand. 

If you're not sure whether something can be recycled, check for a 

recycling symbol on the packaging. 

Note that things like plastic film and cling film usually can't be recycled, 

though some cities will make an exception. It's also best to wash out 

food containers like tins and cartons before disposing of them. 


