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With ten new board members seated on the NRC Board of Directors at the end of 2020, the new 
Biden Administration taking charge in January, some exciting environmental legislation on the 
national slate for 2021, and a newly formed Legislative Committee, NRC Board Secretary Marialyce 
Pedersen turned to fellow Board Member Fran McPoland, a registered lobbyist and the first US 
Federal Environmental Executive at The White House (1994-2000), to learn more about what the 
NRC’s role as a registered 501 (c) 3 organization is and what they can and cannot do to positively 
influence the direction of US recycling in 2021 and ahead.  

McPoland has been an active member of the NRC for more than 25 years, and has been elected to 
serve on its Board of Directors three times. She is currently Co-Chair of the NRC’s Policy Committee 
and helped draft the NRC’s Mission and Guiding Principles.  

As background, the National Recycling Coalition is a non-profit organization focused on the 
promotion and enhancement of recycling in the United States. Its network of recycling organizations 
and individual members extends across waste reduction, reuse, recycling, and composting. The 
organization works to maintain a prosperous and productive recycling system that is committed to 
the conservation of natural resources, as well as accelerate sustainable approaches to the 
management of discarded materials.  

To maintain their non-profit status, organizations must spend five percent or less paid staff time on 
lobbying—for example, speaking to elected representatives or their staff. But the NRC is an entirely 
volunteer-run organization with no paid staff, and individual members maintain the same rights as 
any American citizen to “petition for redress of grievances,” which includes meeting with 
Congressional representatives to offer opinions on needed or pending legislation. Such activities are 
not considered “lobbying” and nor would polling NRC members and providing their responses to 
legislators—for example, “x percent of NRC members support this recycling legislation”.  

McPoland and others have conveyed to new board members that “lobbying” and “education” are 
different. “Please support xyz legislation” would probably be considered lobbying, but if an NRC 
member needed to explain the environmental problems that are caused by unregulated plastic 
pollution to a field staff member to raise awareness, technically speaking, that would be considered 
educational and not lobbying.  

The NRC has drafted 44 policies and position papers to date, beginning in the 1990s. They reflect the 
direction of the organization as a whole on a range of issues, including composting, climate change, 
markets, container deposits, dirty MRFs and the reauthorization of RCRA (Resource Conservation 
and Recovery Act of 1976). McPoland said that NRC policies can be “used as a compass,” if, for 
example, someone from Capitol Hill requests that the organization endorse a Zero Waste policy. The 
NRC could look to see if it is consistent with its policies; if someone introduced a national compost 



bill, the NRC could consult its composting policy for consistencies or discrepancies of concern, 
McPoland said.  

McPoland notes that RCRA is badly in need of attention and updates, as it has not been re-
authorized since the 1980s and is a very comprehensive law governing the field and includes a 
definition of solid waste that many wish to revise. Currently, recyclable materials are considered as 
“solid waste” under the law and most recycling advocates want recyclables to be classified as a “raw 
material” or a “commodity,” which would affect ownership regulations and taxation, McPoland said.  

McPoland reflected that the NRC was influential in the late 1980s in getting the US EPA’s 
Comprehensive Procurement Guidelines, which direct federal government purchasing of products 
containing recovered material, implemented and tracked. RCRA directed the EPA to develop such 
guidelines in 1984, but the EPA did not act until the NRC, together with Environmental Defense Fund 
sued the US government and eventually won.  

“Suing is not lobbying—the law was already in place, but it wasn’t until the NRC’s lawsuit that the 
enormous purchasing power of the US government was unleashed to drive recycling markets,” 
McPoland said. 

In Fall 2020, led by McPoland, the NRC submitted comments to the EPA to request needed updates 
to the CPG, and also provided input on the EPA’s Recovered Materials Advisory Notice (RMAN), 
which proscribes the percent/range of recycled content for various products, including paper. Such 
commenting on federal documents is also not considered lobbying.  

“It gave us the ability to move the needle on recycled paper purchasing – it advanced to 20 percent, 
and then Executive Order 13101 raised it to 30 percent PCR. If the government buys something of a 
certain quality or quantity, it moves the marketplace. And although consumers can still find virgin 
paper, there is a lot of recycled content paper commonly available almost everywhere, mostly at 
least 35 percent PCR or more,” McPoland stated proudly.  

The Senate and House each have bi-partisan, bi-cameral Recycling Caucuses, which were formed at 
the urging of the Institute of Scrap Recycling Industries (ISRI), more than 20 years ago. McPoland has 
requested a list of current members, in anticipation of future engagement. NRC members can keep 
abreast of the organization’s 2021 activities by becoming active in NRC Committees, visiting the 
NRC’s website and by continuing to read the NRC Newsletter.  
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