
Dear NRC Board Members, 
  
I asked for time from the Board Chair to make some remarks during your discussion today, 
but I don’t want to take time from the voting members of the Board, so I’ll share my 
reflections via email instead, for what’s it’s worth. This regards the motion related to the 
framework for advancing container recovery. 
  
I’m convinced that the time is now for NRC to take a firm stand. This organization has – 
rightfully, in many cases – avoided taking advocacy positions that could polarize our 
stakeholders. We’ve deferred to the “big-tent” / facilitator of information role for many 
contentious issues, and that’s been a critically important and correct role to play for nearly all 
of those issues. 
  
However, it is also important to note, when the time was right – and when the need was there 
– we have taken a leadership role on other contentious issues, each of which garnered their 
fair-share of opposition including in some cases, a loss of members and funding from some 
sectors. Nevertheless, I argue that NRC’s position on these issues enhanced the strength of 
our overall organizational stature, generated new partnerships, and most importantly, 
helped move the ball on the sustainable management of materials nationwide. These 
include, but are not limited to: 
  

• Suing the EPA in 1987 regarding national procurement standards, 
• Development and implementation of 1988’s comprehensive (at the time) “Agenda for 

Action,” 
• Difficult negotiations with SPI over the plastic resin id code (mid-1990s), 
• Position on virgin materials subsidies (1990’s), 
• Policy on Dirty MRFs (2014), and 
• Policy on Zero Waste (2015). 

  
It could be argued that none of these are as controversial as a position on container deposits, 
but I contend that we no longer have time for this discussion to continue ad nausea. 
  
I was a municipal recycling manager for 16 years, and I hear and understand the argument 
put forth now from fellow municipal MRF folks that deposits could negatively impact 
municipal programs. I get it, but I don’t subscribe to the zero-sum-game, dichotomous 
argument I’m hearing. I didn’t when I supported expansion of NY’s deposit system in the late 
80’s and 90’s all the while running a curbside program and associated MRF. Some of the 
arguments against are based on a false-narrative—one that doesn’t take into consideration 
the wide-variety of unique financial and efficiency systems and approaches that can be 
deployed to help struggling single-stream systems in deposit locations. This is not an 
either/or scenario. 
  



I was convinced to shy-away from NRC taking a position on deposit systems in the past, 
mainly due to the perceived worry of driving a wedge into our membership. I fully support us 
taking a position now (i.e., supporting the Policy Committee’s recommendation). The time is 
right for us to weigh-in. I know we are on thin-ice regarding resources, and thus, one could 
argue that we literally can’t afford the controversy that could ensue. I argue that we can’t 
afford not to take a position at this point in time. Our very relevance is at stake. 
  
I’m also aware that there are ROs that might not support the position you’ll debate today. 
Having said that, what is the NRC if it does not lead on an issue of this magnitude, particularly 
at this point in recycling’s historical time-line? I’m confident that we collectively will be 
overtaken by the tide of expanding container deposit systems, and we will indeed come to 
know irrelevance if we don’t take a leadership role on this before that happens. A strong 
position from us could help accelerate the collection of high-quality materials, further 
support the circular economy, positively address energy and climate issues, and divert more 
valuable materials from disposal facilities. A strong position from us on this topic will support 
an entire industry sub-sector already involved in deposit systems. A strong position from us 
could help spur more entrepreneurial and innovative approaches. 
  
I think we have an additional opportunity and obligation after we take a position. We need to 
help guide associated dialogue, and we can bring new stakeholders into the tent through our 
strong position. If this plays out like I think it could, it is possible to eventually bring the 
beverage brand owners to the table, similar to what we did in the early 90’s with the plastics 
packaging industry. That combination of strong advocacy, and then skilled facilitation and 
negotiation could result in an enhanced reputation, and commensurate benefits to the 
organization. That’s my bet. 
  
Good luck with your discussions today. 
  
Best, 
  
Mark Lichtenstein 
 


