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Executive Summary

The European Steel and Metals Action Plan discusses restrictions to recycled steel
exports to strengthen the competitiveness of the European steel industry. This short
study investigates whether these export barriers are an appropriate instrument to

achieve this goal. It argues that this is not the case, based on six reasons.

1. Raw materials from recycling, such as recycled steel, are a “renewable” resource.
New recycled steel becomes available constantly, but cannot be stored or left
underground like ores. Therefore, recycled steel should be used to the full extent

to harness its economic and ecological benefits.

2. FEach remelted ton of recycled steel reduces CO, emissions by approximately

1.66 tons. These reductions are independent of where it is used.

3. Like many industrialized countries, the European Union is a net exporter of
recycled steel. This reflects that steel making capacities are not large enough
to use the available quanities within Europe. Nevertheless, the EU also imports

substantial amounts of recycled steel.

4. The main destinations for European recycled steel exports are Turkey, as well
as countries in the Middle East, India, and Pakistan. Europe’s recycled steel

exports are used primarily to build infrastructure in industrializing countries.

5. The quality of recycled steel, rather than the quantity, is likely to become a
limiting factor in the future. To overcome this challenge, a market that incen-
tivizes the processing of post-consumer scrap into high-quality recycled steel is

required. Artificially reducing prices will hinder the development of this market.

6. The introduction of export barriers is associated with trade policy risks. These
include retaliation by trade partners, impediments to access to recycled steel

imports, rerouting of trade flows, and increases in global CO5 emissions.
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Introduction

The European Steel and Metals Action Plan prompts the question of whether the export of
recycled materials, such as recycled steel, should be politically impeded to strengthen the
competitiveness of Europe’s metal industry or protect the climate and the environment.
This paper outlines six arguments, based on publicly available research and data, to answer

these questions.

Raw materials from recycling are a “renewable resource”

In 2024, the European Union exported 16.3 million tons (Mt) of recycled steel to third
countries and imported 4.7 Mt. These trade flows add up to a net export of 11.6 Mt.
Compared to 2023, net recycled steel exports decreased by 22.2% (Eurofer, 2025).

The fact that Europe supplies more recycled steel to the world economy than it imports
is not unique to the EU. Industrialized nations such as the US, the UK, or Japan typically
export more recycled steel than they import (World Steel Association, 2025). This pattern
emerges because industrialized nations have a larger stock of steel-containing products
circulating in their economy (Pauliuk et al., 2013). Once these products reach the end of
their useful life, they emerge as scrap to be processed into recycled steel.

This marks a fundamental difference between recycled steel and primary raw materials,
such as iron ore: they are “renewable” in the sense that recycled steel becomes available
constantly, without a risk of depletion. This recycled steel should be used to the full

extent because it cannot be stored or left underground like ores.

Recycled steel saves CO; — no matter where it is used

Using recycled steel as a raw material for steel production substantially reduces greenhouse
gas emissions. According to estimates from the World Steel Association, each remelted
ton of recycled steel saves approximately 1.66 t of COy (World Steel Association, 2021).
This reduction is possible because the use of recycled steel avoids the need to reduce iron
ores, a process that is typically done in carbon-intensive blast furnaces. If COs-intensive
intermediate products, such as ferroalloys in stainless steel production, are replaced by
recycled steel, the emission reductions can become even greater.

Greenhouse gases are a global pollutant. Their effect on climate does not depend
on whether a ton of COs is emitted in Europe or abroad. From a climate protection

perspective, it does not matter whether recycled steel is used to reduce emissions within



or outside the EU. What matters is that recycled steel is used. Remelting it in Europe has
advantages, for example, emissions savings from shorter transports. However, to exploit

these advantages, the European demand for recycled steel must be sufficient.

Recycled steel exports reflect insufficient demand

Crude steel production in the EU fell from 157.1 in 2014 Mt to 129.6 Mt in 2024 (Eurofer,
2025). This corresponds to a decrease of 27.5 Mt or 17.5%. The consumption of recycled
steel by European steelmakers decreased by 12.4% in this period, from 87.5 Mt to 76.6 Mt
(Eurofer, 2025). The recycled steel supply, which can be approximated as the sum of
domestic consumption and net exports, fluctuated around 94 Mt between 2014 and 2024.
In other words: a roughly constant supply of recycled steel has met with a declining
demand. Net exports, which rose from 7.2 Mt in 2014 to 11.6 Mt in 2024, allowed the
remaining recycled steel to be used abroad.

Note that even before the current crisis, recycled steel was in oversupply in Europe.
In 2018, steel production in the EU reached 160.1 Mt and European steel manufacturers
consumed 88.5 Mt of recycled steel (Eurofer, 2025). 99.0 Mt of recycled steel were supplied,
leading to a net export of 10.6 Mt. These numbers suggest that Europe’s net exports of
recycled steel are the result of insufficient domestic demand.

However, it is important to note that Europe imports and exports recycled steel simul-
taneously. It is even a net importer of recycled stainless steel. Between 2014 and 2024,
the EU imported more recycled stainless steel than it exported in all but one year, its

average net imports amounted to 130,000 tons per year in this period (Eurostat, 2025).

Recycled steel exports supply infrastructure build-up

Turkey is by far the most important destination for FKuropean recycled steel exports,
representing 62.8% of all recycled steel shipped to third countries in 2024. Other major
destinations include Egypt (10.1% of exports in 2024), India (6.9%), Pakistan (4.1%) and
Morocco (3.1%). In recent years, there were practically no recycled steel exports to China
(Eurostat, 2025).

Of these major destinations for European recycled steel exports, only India, Turkey,
and Egypt are among the top 10 origins of EU steel imports. India primarily shipped flat
steel to Europe, which is made with smaller amounts of recycled steel. The EU imported

3.9 Mt of steel from Turkey, 1.3 Mt of which were long products, compared to recycled



steel exports of 10.0 Mt (Eurofer 2025, Eurostat 2025).
These numbers indicate that European recycled steel exports do not boost the com-
petitiveness of steel industries in geopolitical rival nations. They constitute important

raw materials for industrializing countries to build their infrastructure.

Recycled steel quality will matter more in the future

Between 2014 and 2024, the share of electric steel in total steel production in the EU
increased from 40.8% to 44.6%. In their transition to climate neutral production, Euro-
pean steelmakers are likely to replace carbon-intensive blast furnaces with hydrogen-based
direct reduction plants in combination with electric arc furnaces (Somers, 2021; Eurofer,
2022). Electric arc furnaces allow for greater flexibility in terms of recycled steel input
than the traditional blast furnace - basic oxygen furnace plants.

Current research for Germany, Europe’s largest steel producer, indicates that recycled
steel demand is likely to increase in the future, but that it will plausibly remain within the
current range of supply. However, if recycled steel will be increasingly used to produce steel
for demanding applications (for example, in the automotive industry) and the availability
of recycled steel will shift to post-consumer material (Hundt and Pothen, 2025), the quality
of recycled steel becomes a limiting factor (Hartung et al., 2025).

Therefore, additional incentives and investments are necessary to improve processing
scrap into recycled steel that can be used to produce the highest quality steel grades.
A well-developed market with sufficient prices is required to justify these investments
economically. Interfering in free trade in recycled steel and artificially reducing prices in

Europe will not generate this market and will not encourage the necessary investments.

Risks of export barriers

The European Steel and Metals Action Plan discusses potential barriers to recycled steel
exports. If these barriers were successfully implemented, they could reduce recycled steel
prices in Furope and increase them abroad. Such policies are associated with the risk of
retaliation by affected trade partners (e.g. Fetzer and Schwarz, 2021) and generally con-
tribute to the rise of protectionism. In its regulation imposing definitive countervailing
duties on imports of stainless steel cold-rolled flat products originating in India and In-
donesia, the European Commission itself argued that Indonesia’s export restrictions and

the export ban on nickel ores depressed domestic prices to the benefit of the Indonesian



stainless steel industry, effectively working as a subsidy for stainless steel production (Eu-
ropean Commission, 2022). Furthermore, if trade barriers cause retaliatory measures by
the EU’s trading partners, they increase the risk of losing access to recycled steel im-
ports, in particular imports of high-quality recycled steel, which is likely to become more
important in the future.

Recent empirical results from Pothen and Hundt (2025) show that international trade
in recycled steel reacts sensitively to political intervention, making them difficult to imple-
ment. An increase in trade costs by one percent, due to tariffs, for example, reduces the
affected trade flows by approximately 6.7%. This sensitivity also means that international
trade in recycled steel will be easily redirected. This implies that effective export barri-
ers are hard to implement and enforce. Furthermore, if steel producers in third countries

reduce their use of recycled steel, global COs emissions from steel production will increase.

Conclusion

The European Steel and Metals Action Plan aims to tackle “key sector-specific issues
preventing Furope’s metals industries to prosper and decarbonise”. Interfering in recycled
steel trade is not the right instrument to achieve this goal. Net exports of European
recycled steel reflect a lack of demand in the EU and enable global reductions in greenhouse
gas emissions. The European Union should focus its efforts on tackling key challenges
for the steel industry, in particular high energy prices. It should support initiatives to
upgrade the quality of recycled steel in order to employ its possibilities to the greatest

extent without resorting to trade barriers.
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