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Is waste a “dirty” word? History does not give a clear answer to this question. 

Waste means something, which is discarded and unnecessary, often unclean; something, which you 

want to get out of your sight. Time can be also wasted; and land which is no use to humans, is often 

called a waste land.1  

People who have handled waste have not been popular either. They have not been highly paid, not 

even in wealthy societies, even though their job has been and is necessary for the society. Without 

them, we could be buried in waste, which often also has a nasty smell, but we do not stop to thank 

people who collect garbage from the streets or from our apartment buildings. If the system of waste 

collection works smoothly, we can adopt the attitude: out of sight, out of mind. 

Historians have shown that people who have handled waste have often been people who have had few 

other options: they have been poor, women, children, immigrants or belonged to ethnic or religious 

minorities.2 Persons born into rich families have not usually ended up in waste business. Sometimes 

people involved in the field have been seen as criminals: The official occupation of Tony Soprano, the 

fictional mob boss from the highly popular TV series The Sopranos, is a waste management consultant. 

Yet, one could tell story of waste in a positive light as a story of recycling. Preindustrial societies did not 

produce much waste, because most things were reused, often by the users or their families themselves. 

There were also people like the “rag-and-bone men”, who collected old textiles and other items and

sold them to merchants who converted them to new products. In 1884, there were 40,000 persons 

collecting rags in Paris.3 In the latter part of 20th century the word “recycle” was borrowed from oil-

This work is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 



2 

refining industry to describe collection and reuse of materials.4 Today, it is regarded as valuable private 

and public activity. A good citizen recycles and does not just throw everything in one bin. We might 

also consider whether we should reduce our consumption and hence produce less waste. Often we do 

not; wealthier nations and people tend to create more waste.  

Recycling is not the only positive word, which has been invented to describe old activities. Circular 

economy is a popular concept in the 21st world, although it describes activities, which are not new. 

“Green entrepreneurship” is another new concept.5 You can try to make money, save the planet and 

feed your family all at the same time – in theory at least.  

In this paper, we describe how waste as a business sector evolved in one Nordic country, Finland, from 

the late 19th century to the present day. Large-scale recycling is only possible if there are public or 

private systems that move discarded materials forward. From the 19th century, municipal authorities in a 

number of countries, including Finland, created waste collection, sorting and burning mechanisms and 

plants. A substantial part of the waste, especially those materials, which had monetary valued, were 

nevertheless still handled by entrepreneurs, companies and people trying to earn living.  

The 19th century Finland was small, poor, peripheral and rural area that belonged to the Russian 

Empire. In 1917, it became an independent democracy, and gradually a rich industrial nation. The rise 

of Finnish manufacturing industries has been analyzed in a number of works, but the story of how it 

handled its waste has attracted less attention from scholars. Who were the people involved in the “dirty 

business”? In these following sections, we tell some of their stories.  

Rags, bones, and scrap: new business ventures 

The late 19th century was an era of entrepreneurship, when new companies were set up in a number of 

European countries. Finland, a small Grand Duchy, which belonged to Russian Empire, but whose 

culture and society resembled more its Western neighbors, Sweden and Norway, was no exception.  

There were plenty of opportunities for new businesses: international trade grew; barriers of trade 

declined both within countries and between them; and technology developed. The demand for raw 

materials increased, and this opened up new possibilities for Finnish entrepreneurs, who had access to 

the country’s vast forests. New sawmills, as well as pulp and paper factories were set up, and these 

enterprises exported their products to the growing Western European and Russian markets. Historians 

have recognized that most of new forest industry entrepreneurs belonged to the traditional elite of the 
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country: the bourgeoisie, nobility, civil servants and clergy. They had social and monetary capital to 

embark on new large-scale business ventures.6 Many of these people and their families became rich and 

celebrated.7  

There was another group of entrepreneurs who also embarked on new business ventures involving raw 

materials, but they did not belong to the traditional elite of the country and did not become famous or 

celebrated. Furthermore, Finnish historians have only recently became interested in their activities. 

These entrepreneurs were collecting and reselling secondary raw materials, known often simply as 

waste.  

Waste was useful: paper was traditionally made from textile fibers. Rags were needed so badly that 

people collecting them showed up in the battlefields of the Napoleonic Wars and the US Civil War. 

They stripped the clothes off dead bodies and sold the bloody items to paper mills.8 In the middle of 

19th century, wood began to replace rags as the main raw material for paper industry, but for a long 

time textiles were also needed. Collecting rags was vital occupation but hardly prestigious one. The 

people involved in it in Finland and in other countries belonged to the ethnic or religious minorities, 

were poor, or otherwise marginal. They might nevertheless be innovative: a group of Finns living close 

to the Russian border in the Karelian Isthmus managed to developed a form of barter trade; they 

acquired pottery and other earthenware form factories there or from nearby St. Petersburg, carried the 

merchandise to various parts of Finland and exchanged it for rags from farm houses. The agricultural 

population wanted to buy new goods but had limited amounts of cash. Finnish newspapers claimed 

that the travelling rag collectors also sold forbidden goods, such as alcohol and other intoxicating 

substances.9    

Finland’s Jewish population was actively involved in the selling of second-hand clothes. The Jewish 

community was small, probably less than 1,000 persons, and consisted of men from other areas of the 

empire who had been drafted to Russian army and had served in Finland, and their family members. 

After the military service was finished, they had the right to stay in the country. Yet, the Finnish 

authorities severely limited the rights of Jews, including what kind of work they could do. Reselling and 

repairing used clothes was one of the few accepted occupations, and many Jews earned a living this 

way. They set up shops in a small market place called Narinkka in Helsinki. Many members of this 

originally poor community gradually became successful, often by selling uniforms to Russian troops, 

and played a key role in the emergence of the ready-to-wear Finnish clothes industry.10 Moses Skurnik 
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(1880–1934), a textile entrepreneur, invested his proceeds in real estate and stock markets, and became 

a major stockbroker. He took big risks and made, borrowed, and lost a lot of money. His volatile career 

ended in a plane crash in Central Europe.11   

Scrap was another undervalued but important sector. Historically, adding scrap to the raw material pool 

has been both a strategic business choice but also a necessity for steel producers in Finland, who did 

not have enough iron ore reserves of its own. Thus, the foundry and steel industry imported iron ore 

already in the latter part of 19th century and began using domestic and foreign scrap. This, added with 

a huge development leap in melting technology and some liberalization in laws considering 

entrepreneurship, finally led to a birth of a new group of professionals, the scrap dealers.12 

One of the first Finnish scrap businesses, Georg Barkoff, started with another valuable waste material, 

bones. Barkoffs belonged to a minority of Greek orthodox Russian immigrants, who often arrived in 

Finland with several brothers and became entrepreneurs in different fields. In trading, Russian 

entrepreneurs often passed the business later to their sons.13 Georg Barkoff married a Finnish woman, 

had several children and a flourishing bonemeal factory and scrap business. He was a well-known “iron 

merchant” in the city, became wealthy enough to put his son in art school, and active in society and 

business circles. After Barkoff died in 1899 in Helsinki, his wife Maria Barkoff continued the business 

for a few years and about ten years later their son, Ivan Barkoff, took the responsibility of the family 

business. Ivan Barkoff was fined for purchasing stolen scrap more than once, but otherwise Barkoff’s 

business seemed quite successful. Scrap dealers later hailed him as a pioneer in their field. His daughters 

continued the business after his death at least for a few years, which meant that the same family 

operated in waste raw material business for more than 70 years.14 

During the First World War, scrap became particularly valuable. A steel factory whose raw material 

supply was entirely based on scrap iron was founded in 1915 in Vuoksenniska, Imatra. In 1917, Finland 

became an independent country, and, after bloody civil war in 1918, a parliamentary economy with an 

expanding economy. The demand for iron and steel continued to grow.15 In 1919, the largest steel 

producers in Finland founded their first purchasing company, Oy Järnbruksförnödenheter Ab (JBF), 

which was in practice a purchasing cartel. Its task was to acquire the needed scrap raw material for its 

owners with reasonable prices. JBF also tried to influence Finnish government trade politics and aimed 

for tighter laws to control the scrap trade.16 Scrap markets nevertheless stayed free the whole 1920s 

and the first restrictions concerning foreign trade only emerged during 1930s. Purchasing cartels, 
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however, became a permanent fixture of the sector. Major industrial buyers of scrap and waste paper 

set up purchasing organizations in order to reduce competition and push prices downwards.17 

Shortages and booms  

The Second World War forced countries into unprecedented salvage drives of all waste raw materials; 

scrap metals, waste paper, rags and bones being the most important ones. The rhetoric used in the 

posters appealing to citizens to take part in salvage in different European countries were remarkably 

similar.18 For a short period of time, entrepreneurs in scrap business could feel their work was highly 

appreciated. This, however, was only temporary, as historian Carl A. Zimring has argued and Finnish 

scrap entrepreneurs from different generations have also confirmed.19 

Most of the restrictions that the Finnish government imposed on foreign trade during the Second 

World War were lifted in the 1950s and 1960s, but this did not apply to scrap iron and metals which 

were considered strategic raw materials. The export bans were gradually lifted only in the mid-1990s 

when Finland joined the European Union. The export ban made it difficult or even impossible for 

most small and medium-sized enterprises to expand their business. However, they could circumvent 

this ban by concentrating on materials that were not needed by the Finnish steel industry and could be 

exported under a license or by processing the waste material further so it would no longer be classified 

as a raw material. 

Kuusakoski Oy, often referred to as “the biggest and the fairest” inside the scrap business, was a good 

example of a company which could succeed by focusing on exports. The seeds of its success, however, 

were laid much earlier. In 1914, in the city of Viipuri, Grand Duchy of Finland, a young Jewish cello 

student Donuard Kuschakoff (from 1934 Kuusakoski) needed more money and began collecting rags 

and scrap. His idea was to deliver them to paper and steel companies to be used as raw material. In the 

beginning, the young entrepreneur concentrated in rags, but quite quickly started focusing on more 

valuable scrap metal. The First World War created a growing demand for all raw materials, waste 

included. Kuschakoff purchased rags from the rag-and-bone men who circled in the countryside and 

small towns and villages with their horse carriages. The company, then called Karjalan Lumppu- ja 

Romuliike (Karelian Rag and Scrap Company), invested in trucks already in 1927 and employed around 

20 people. The expansion was possible because Finland, along with other European countries 

experienced an economic boom in 1920s.  
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Later, the Second World War forced the company to leave Viipuri, which Finland had to hand over to 

the Soviet Union, and move permanently to Helsinki. At the same time, Kuusakoski got new 

competitors, as some of the refugees from the areas Finland lost to the Soviet Union entered the scrap 

business.  

In the post-war decades, Kuusakoski Oy began investing in technology, laboratories, and research and 

was in many ways a front-runner in the sector. The company began to export while export ban was still 

on because it melted aluminum and processed it to ingots. This was “a product” and could therefore be 

exported.20  

The post-war period from 1950s to the end of 1960s was an era of economy growth. Business 

flourished and many scrap companies were born. Scrap salvage grew from 100,000 tons in the end of 

1940s to almost 500,000 tons by 1970. Most of the work was still done by hands and only a few 

companies had specific processing tools. From the 1960s onwards, the businesses began investing in 

better tools like cutters and baling machines and also trucks that had lifting equipment. Scrap was still 

sometimes carried with horses, boats and even bicycles, but the State Railways became crucial in longer 

distances and as an organization renting plots to scrap dealers.21 Waste paper collection grew as well 

and numerous small companies operated and were founded in the field.22 

Rags were an important part of the Finnish recycling business still in the first postwar decades. Even 

though the used amounts of scrap exceeded rags multiple times,23 the importance of the latter can be 

seen for example in the names of the companies which often had both words “scrap” and “rags” in 

them. There were also firms that based their entire business in collecting rags.24 After Second World 

War, ca. 10,000 to 20,000 tons of rags were used yearly to produce roof felt, cotton wool, flock, yarn 

and blankets, and paper. Three procurement and sorting companies coordinated the salvage that scrap 

and rag businesses did. Less than half of it could be salvaged from Finland. In 1960s and beginning of 

1970s, rags were both exported but also imported. Yet, a lot of rags ended up in landfills. Logistics, 

transport costs and storing, were too expensive compared to the small use and revenue and overall, the 

business possibilities were seen as “quite limited”.25 In the beginning of 1980s, only a few hundred tons 

of rags were used in Finland on a yearly basis, a few hundred tons went to exports. Both rag collectors 

and industrial users’ stores kept on growing. Times were changing and in 1983 the Alliance of Finnish 

Raw Material Recycling (founded in 1950) announced that the “- - -production of raw felt and, with it, 
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the salvage of rags have ended in Finland.” 26 One form of recycling business came to its end, but new 

waste problems began to emerge in the form of plastic, electronic waste, and synthetic textiles. 

During the 20th century, one could regularly read from newspapers how and why this or that waste 

material was not properly salvaged and re-used, even though in many cases, as pointed out, the 

collection was quite well-organized.27 The key word seems to be “business based”. Experts in different 

waste materials have stated very firmly that “recycling works when it is commercially viable.”28 Scrap 

glass, for instance, had for long been a recyclable waste material, but always in a side role in recycling 

business. There were glass factories that needed it and willingly bought it, and after a municipal 

collection experiment in late 1970s the amount of collected scrap glass grew from 2,000 to over 6,000 

tons. Salvage was still too low. In addition, according to an entrepreneur in waste business, the price 

glass factories paid for the scrap glass was too low compared to costs for the collector – investing in 

new processing equipment, for example, was not profitable for a scrap dealer.29 

Although most companies involved in scrap and wastepaper business were small, many bigger 

industrial giants recognized the significance of recycling as well. Steel, engineering, timber, pulp and 

paper companies created substantial amount of waste during their production processes and made 

determined efforts to utilize that waste. Retail giants were also active. The Finnish grocery trade was 

highly concentrated and from the 1950s onwards, and more successfully in the 1970s, the sector created 

a centralized and highly effective deposit system, which encouraged customers to return their used cans 

and bottles to shops or to other collection points.30 In the early 21st century, over 90 per cent bottles 

and cans are recovered and therefore the Finnish government has declared the system as a “circular 

economy success.”31 If a person is too lazy to take the item back to the store, and decides to throw it in 

a street or public bin, there is often someone who picks it up to collect the deposit. That someone is 

usually a poor person or an immigrant.  

The scrap, waste paper and other recycling sectors were growing but were not necessarily valued by the 

society. Many companies in the field were small and family-owned and their children learned about the 

negative image of their parents’ occupation already in school yards. One entrepreneur had, as a kid in 

the 1950s, changed school and wondered what to tell teachers and new schoolmates about his father’s 

profession. The father advised him to say that he was a former military captain. A few decades later, 

three school girls from different Finnish cities, all of them later in leading positions in their family scrap 

businesses, faced bullying. One of them recalls that bullying stopped a couple of years later when the 
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bullying kids got summer jobs in her father’s business. Another child of an entrepreneur family told 

schoolmates her father was a truck driver – he did drive one as a part of his job – and mother was a 

housewife even though the mother took care of all the accounting and other paper work for the family 

scrap business. The third girl lived in a growing little city, but her schoolmates were mostly farmers’ 

kids. As an entrepreneur’s kid with a swimming pool, she was envied and called the daughter of “a shit-

driver”, among other things.32 

Some outsiders without family connections nevertheless joined the business. One, for instance, did not 

know how to tell people where she worked, referring, a bit ashamed, to the company as “some trash 

firm”, but eventually had a long and prosperous career in the company’s service. Others accepted an 

invitation to work for a scrap business. This was the case with a young engineer Ola Eklund. A scrap 

entrepreneur Väinö Ljung asked him to work for him because he himself wanted to “drive the scrap” 

and leave paper work for someone more educated. In the beginning Eklund’s father was a bit 

disappointed to his son’s decision to go to waste business and thought his good education was literally 

wasted. Eklund, however, made a long career in scrap business.33 

The companies did occasionally try to improve the image of their sector. When the 1970s 

environmental movement criticized Finnish pulp and paper industries, which mainly used virgin fiber, 

Paperinkeräys Oy, a waste paper company owned by the major pulp and paper companies, announced 

that salvaging waste paper was a form of “nature conservation”. They also changed the Finnish name 

of waste paper, jätepaperi, to keräyspaperi (“collected paper”) just to get rid of the negative image of the 

word waste (jäte).34 

The Finnish Scrap Dealers’ Association also considered in the early 1990s whether it should replace the 

word scrap (romu) with something like “recycled steel”. However, the members, mostly small and 

medium-sized companies with a long history, decided to keep the traditional name which was seen to 

best describe all the aspects of the profession. Even many new companies founded during and after 

1990s have adopted the beloved word “romu” in their names.35 

Saving the planet while making money? 

By the 1990s, the image of recycling business had entirely changed. Consumers and governments had 

begun to worry about the impact of industry, transport and consumption on the planet. Tough 

environmental legislation was introduced in a number of countries, including Finland. In 1995, the 
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country also became a member of European Union, which meant that all EU legislation applied to 

Finland as well. People in affluent countries like Finland continued to consume stuff, but they had also 

became interested in recycling. As historian Frank Trentmann observed, previously in history waste had 

been handled by poor people, but in the 21st century the rich were also “getting their hand dirty” 

because “it is a sign of environmental awareness that marks one out as a responsible citizen.” 

Otherwise, lifestyle did not necessary change, which meant that recycling became “the ally of high-

octane consumption.”36  

Finnish recycling business continued to grow. It was boosted by technological change, changing values, 

tougher legislation, but also entrepreneurship. Two scrap companies that started in 1990s have made it 

to the top of today’s Finnish metal recycling business with different strategies. Eurajoen Romu Oy 

(Eurajoki Group) was founded by a 19-year-old Juuso Luodesmeri in 1994 and has in recent years 

grown aggressively by acquiring other, sometimes very old, scrap businesses. Around the same time 

Romu Keinänen Oy was set up by Jyri Keinänen, a former construction worker in his 30s, who had 

previously worked for a long time in the Soviet Union, where several Finnish construction companies 

had operated.  

When Jyri Keinänen began his business in the mid-1990s, he only had a van, hammer, shovel, and his 

hands and he didn’t count the hours the work took. Keinänen formed links with traditional, well-

known scrap businesses in and around Helsinki and sold his scrap to them. After the first years, his 

wife, brother and uncle joined him in the company. 

Moves by bigger players opened up new business possibilities. Kuusakoski had been the only bigger 

buyer of the kind of scrap that needed further processing in shredders, but in the beginning of the 

2000s, the Nordic giant Stena Recycling began to compete in this field. This broadened the possibilities 

for small and medium-sized scrap businesses who also benefitted from rising raw material prices. As 

Keinänen put it, money started flowing to scrap dealers and it looked like the flow would never stop. 

Romu Keinänen Oy decided to loan money, and invest first in a large steel cutter and then in a new 

scrap yard. As a risk taker, Keinänen even continued building while still waiting for certain permits 

required in the field. In his opinion, he could have afforded fines for such actions, but he could not 

afford being left behind in the competition when markets were hot, and scrap was selling. During the 

good years, the company doubled its turnover every year. Taking risks had been a success. The sudden 

stop came in September 2008 when, as a result of global financial crisis, prices dived, and markets 
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crashed. Keinänen had huge debt burden, a new yard, and big stores of scrap. The bankruptcy of 

Koverhar steel factory hit Keinänen hard.  

Jyri Keinänen’s company began emptying stores by starting to export black iron to India and metals to 

Europe, and selling at a loss if needed, just to get cash. The strategy proved successful. “It was about 

hard work and good luck”, Keinänen decribed later. Slowly the markets opened, and a few good years 

were ahead. The company received large demolition works, for instance. From 2010 the company 

started hiring, and in the early 2020s employs between 70 to 80 people. Next generation is already in 

the business and the company has won several entrepreneur or enterprise of the year awards and keeps 

on growing.37 

Like Jyri Keinänen, Juuso Luodesmeri, the founder of Eurajoen Romu Oy is almost completely a self-

educated first-generation scrap dealer and has won in many regional and national entrepreneurship 

awards during decades. In August 1994, he had just finished his military service and had no plans of a 

higher education, which shocked some in his family. However, he had already some experience on 

scrap salvaging from high school years and had even received a tiny loan from his grandmother. In half 

a year, Luodesmeri hired his first employee who was still decades later in the company’s service. Export 

was Luodesmeri’s strategy from early on.  

“I don’t think I will ever again experience anything as significant as the ‘China phenomenon’ in the turn 

of the century”, Luodesmeri recalled. The Chinese bought everything he could sell. He began his 

entrepreneurship the same time as long-lasting Finnish government export bans were lifted and 

invested in necessary machinery. His company was originally a small exception among big players. A 

few lucky events and the idea of “fast circulation with a small margin” helped Eurajoen Romu to grow 

to a medium-sized company. The financial crisis in 2008 affected Eurajoen Romu severely as well, but 

the company got on its feet quite quickly and decided to begin large investments. A shredder was 

completed in 2012 and five years later the company had a new battery processing plant. Scrap business 

is usually the first to start rising from the depths of recession, as it is also the first sectors to suffer from 

it. These days 90 percent of Eurajoen Romu’s turnover comes from exports. 

Luodesmeri had from the beginning tried to encourage scrap businesses to network more efficiently, 

arguing that the better small businesses are connected, the stronger position they have in competition 

with large companies. Networking led to acquisitions. It has from 2010s onwards bought several 
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traditional, small and medium-sized scrap companies and in this way, gained strength and equipment. 

The latest acquisitions have included one of Finland’s oldest scrap companies, over 120-year-old 

Rautasoini Oy and the pioneer in recycling lead acid batteries in Finland, Suomen Akkukierrätys Oy.38 

“We buy knowledge of the field and key-people. In this business one needs people who can be 

trusted”, Luodesmeri has said after winning the National Entrepreneur of the Year award in 2022.39 

By turnover, Kuusakoski Oy is still in the early 2020s the biggest scrap company in Finland, way ahead 

the second biggest Stena Finland (150 million), but Eurajoki Group is becoming one of the biggest in 

Finland (140 million), while Romu Keinänen has also acquired a turnover more than 55 million. 

Recycling had become such a promising field of business that it attracted outsiders. Lassila & Tikanoja, 

set up in 1905, was originally a trading company, and later a conglomerate, with no presence in waste 

and recycling businesses. By the 1970s, the management of the company had become concerned that it 

was mainly operating in mature business areas, such as textiles, with low profitability and few growth 

prospects. The company decided to seek new business areas. In 1988–1989, it acquired controlling 

stakes in plastic bag and packaging manufacturer Amerplast and cleaning and maintenance business 

Säkkiväline. Amerplast’s products included biogradable Ecothene plastic bags, and Säkkiväline was 

involved in waste management. Otherwise, companies were not particularly “green”, and in 1992, the 

Finnish authorities forbid Amerplast from marketing its Ecothene bags as environmentally friendly.40 A 

study by the Finnish state research agency VTT later concluded that they decomposed only if they are 

in direct contact with sun light, but not if they are buried under ground.41  

Lauri Komulainen, CEO of Säkkiväline, had already during the energy crisis of the 1970s argued that in 

the future waste would be seen as valuable raw material and a source of energy. Yet, it turned out to be 

difficult for the company to develop profitable business models for recycling other goods than paper. 

This changed in 1995 when Finland joined the European Union and environmental legislation imposed 

strict demands on manufacturing companies. As a specialist in recycling, Säkkiväline was in an excellent 

position to strike deals with industrial companies on the collection and reuse of the goods they were 

selling. This become one of the growth areas for Säkkiväline and its parent company Lassila & 

Tikanoja, which were merged in in 2002. In 2000, Lassila & Tikanoja also acquired the Finnish 

operations of US giant Waste Management. At the same time, it divested other business, and by the 

beginning of 21st century, the former conglomerate had become a leading Finnish environmental 

services company in Finland.42  
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L&T, as it was now usually known, strengthened even more its presence by acquiring in 2006 the 

majority of shares in Suomen Keräystuote Oy, a waste paper collector, whose business also relied on 

EU environmental legislation. Importers and producers of paper were obliged to organize collection of 

their discarded products. It was easier for producers give this task to specialist companies than to do it 

themselves. Two companies controlled the field and Suomen Keräystuote Oy was the smaller of 

these.43 

The public image of the industry has also changed. Recycling is now both mandatory and a virtue. 

Some businesses that have started as small waste paper and scrap companies have even become 

attractive places for students and teenagers looking for summer jobs.44 Companies operating in the field 

underline their role in the circular economy. In September 2023, Kajaanin Romu Oy, a scrap company 

from Northern Finland, bought a huge front-page ad in Helsingin Sanomat, the biggest newspaper in 

Finland. The ad said: “In the old world scrap was dirty, useless and ugly, something to be destroyed in 

hiding in shame. Today it is beautiful, pure, valuable and something to cherish.”45 
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