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At the end of a year of extreme social isolation and upheaval, vital connections and hope for Zero 
Waste, circularity and environmental justice emerged brightly at the National Recycling Coalition’s first-
ever Zero Waste Conference and National Recycling Congress, held virtually December 1-3 (and 
accompanied by a webinar series that began in August) for 250 to 450 people each day who logged in to 
the Remo platform to participate in keynote presentations, sessions and networking opportunities. 
 
Recorded presentations are now available free on the NRC website: https://nrcrecycles.org/2020-
national-zero-waste-conference-webinar-recordings/ 
 
More than 80 speakers beaming from computers all across the US and the world shared their best ideas 
(and biggest concerns) over dozens of sessions, sparking interest and dialogue and generating an 
abundance of action items for participants in 2021 and beyond. The NRC will provide forums for ongoing 
discussions, and upcoming board committee and strategic planning work will likely reflect conference 
findings. 
 
Below are some stand-out highlights for this author, although there are surely many more, and input 
from other conference attendees/NRC members is always welcome: 
 

• Subsidiarity, the Catholic Church’s idea that all problems are best solved at the lowest, local 
level possible (rather than centrally), is being applied to Zero Waste. Many of the big waste 
haulers are too super-sized to solve today’s problems. Small-scale recycling and reuse 
businesses are becoming economically feasible, now that China and other countries have 
banned US waste imports. 
 

• Throughout Central Appalachia, a “Reuse Corridor” made up of makers and upcyclers 
reintegrating traditional values of reuse in their business models, and creating jobs and financial 
returns, is thriving and growing. [Central Appalachian Network]  
-- Dr. Neil Seldman, Director of Waste to Wealth Initiative, Institute for Local Self Reliance 
 

• Elevating the conversation about the true carbon impacts of consumer goods production and 
transportation, to more fully account for the fact that for every pound of consumer waste, 70 
pounds of upstream waste (mining, logging, refining, manufacturing) is generated, and 
incentivizing waste prevention and reuse to prevent it, must be a component of the Green New 
Deal.  
--Maggie Clarke, Ph.D., Zero Waste Researcher, Zero Waste New York and NRC Board Member 

 
• Cutting the use of plastic and authorizing CalRecycle to ensure that all plastic packaging is 

recyclable or compostable by 2030 is the aim of the California Plastic Pollution Reduction Act, 
with signature-gathering for a ballot initiative underway for a ballot initiative in November 2022. 
“A carbon tax’s externality is catastrophic climate change, and a plastic tax’s is runaway 
pollution.”  
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--Mike Sangiacomo, Recology President & CEO  
 

• Believing that better design of the built environment which makes it as easy as possible for 
building occupants to reduce waste, recycle and compost for Zero Waste, the American Institute 
of Architects (AIA) has published Zero Waste Design Guidelines, a free resource for architects, 
developers, building managers and urban designers. Super-functional, beautiful, large reusable 
dishware setups; donation and reuse areas that people love to visit and create real diversion; 
calculators to estimate collection space needs to accommodate recycling and composting as 
well as disposables; and business-scale equipment to handle and utilize organics that is proving 
cost-effective are among the guide’s highlights.  
--Clare Miflin, Architect and Founder, Center for Zero Waste Design 

 
• “A just transition to Zero Waste is part of a larger justice-centered transition toward a 

regenerative economy. Within this framework, Zero Waste is far more than just a means toward 
environmental goals, but rather a holistic tool or social intervention toward justice for all.” Zero 
Waste Masterplan (and Companion Guide for Organizers), GAIA.  
--Denise Patel, US Program Director, GAIA  

 
• The price of carbon must be vertically integrated into the plastics value chain via adoption of an 

international carbon policy to tax virgin extraction and reward recycled content to reduce GHGs. 
Currently only 20 percent of plastics produced can be recycled via current technology, leaving 
out a huge swath—80 percent, including most textiles and electronics—with no hope of 
recovery, now or in the near future. Even long-promised panacea chemical recycling should be 
reserved only for what’s absolutely necessary. “Put a value on life to create balance and equity 
and advance a love of circularity.”  
--Nina Butler, More Recycling and Circularity in Action 

 
• Momentum for reducing single-use plastics is advancing on multiple fronts. Greenpeace reports, 

The Smart Supermarket – how retailers can innovate beyond single-use plastics and packaging 
and Circular claims fall flat – a comprehensive survey of US plastics recyclability, along with 
brand-targeted campaigns like #breakfreefromplastic are providing necessary motivation.  
Chilean start-up Algramo has created a refillable dispensing system for goods like lentils, rice 
and cleaning supplies that replaces plastic sachets (single-use products common in the 
developing world where budgets don’t allow bulk purchasing), alternative to single-use sachets.  
--David Pinsky, Greenpeace Oceans & Plastics Campaigner 

 
• In the future, consumers won’t be asking for recycled products because products will already 

contain maximum feasible recycled content, thanks to effective and well-implemented policies. 
--Susan Kinsella, Executive Director, Conservatree 
 

• Establishing a commodity market trading system (as exists for hard red wheat and other 
commodities) which provides clear specifications for recyclable materials is a high priority which 
will make recycling more competitive and costs more predictable for cities and businesses.  
--Lisa Skumatz, President, Principal, SERA 

 
• People have lost patience for plastics pollution. The increased prevalence of composite, multi-

layer flexible packaging is making it harder to recycle and creating more contamination. SB 1335 
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is defining what is recyclable and compostable. Environmental claims, whether explicit or 
implied, have long been regulated, but (California is) updating the plastic labeling statute to 
remove the plastics recycling arrow from plastics that aren’t being recycled, and updating the 
standards for labeling of plastics products, to build the Zero Waste Economy.  
--Jared Blumenfeld, California Secretary for Environmental Protection 

 
• Single-use plastic use and pollution are being prevented, even during a pandemic, thanks to 

cross-pollinating of policy and reuse business acceleration (Single-Use Product Bans: Policy 
Tracker and Model Reuse Policies) and continued championing of the Break Free From Plastic 
Pollution Act of 2020 (Udall, Lowenthal, Merkley).  
--Miriam Gordon, Policy Director, Upstream Solutions 

 
Future conference planning and partnership discussions are already underway for 2021 or 2022 within 
NRC and beyond. Please contact NRC Board Members Alec Cooley or Leslie Lukacs to get involved.   
 

### 
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