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U.S. EPA official Carlton Waterhouse told an audience at the
Northeast Recycling Council’s fall conference that social equity
is integral to sustainability. | Sirisak Baokaew/Shutterstock

Carlton Waterhouse, a key U.S. EPA waste official, says moving
toward a circular economy is not enough. Instead, society needs
a “circular economy for all.”

“Sustainability requires social equity,” Waterhouse told recycling
industry representatives this week. “If we are going to engage in
the work of sustainable resource management, it’s critical we
implement circular economy strategies that are inclusive of
environmental justice communities.”

Waterhouse was the keynote speaker on the first day of the

The latest plastics recycling news

Natural HDPE bale prices break long
upward trend
After climbing high into record territory, the
price of natural high-density polyethylene bales
dropped over the past month.

Chemical recycling firms see growth, feds
examine sector
ExxonMobil will build a scrap plastic
processing facility on the Gulf Coast, and the
Government Accountability Office weighs in on
chemical recycling technologies. These are a
couple recent developments in chemical
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Carlton Waterhouse

Northeast Recycling Council’s (NERC) fall conference, being held
virtually this week.

Waterhouse is deputy assistant administrator of EPA’s Office of
Land & Emergency Management, which includes the agency’s
waste and sustainable materials management programs and he
has been nominated by President Joe Biden to lead the office.

The nomination of Waterhouse, a law professor with an extensive
background in environmental justice work, continues the
emphasis EPA is putting on environmental justice under the
Biden administration.

More than just pollution burdens
During his virtual NERC talk,
Waterhouse urged recycling
company executives and
program officials to expand
their thinking about the
impacts tied to environmental
justice. Typically, he noted,
people think of the concept as
describing the pollution-
related burdens that societal
activities like waste
processing might have on
nearby communities.

But it’s also important to think
about the distribution of
benefits tied to a recycling
program or company. Who is receiving the highest levels of
service? Who is receiving the jobs and economic benefits created
by materials recovery and reuse?

Equal distribution of benefits, according to Waterhouse, is a
critical piece of truly achieving environmental justice, especially
as corporate leaders, nongovernmental groups and others
continue to envision a future where sustainability leads to
profitability.

He said that EPA is currently focused on developing strategies
around materials management that will spawn a “circular
economy for all.”

How to put that idea into practice? Waterhouse said he’s seen
some companies make a concerted effort to connect with a local
community before opening a new operation, to better understand

recycling, sometimes called “advanced
recycling.”

Reclaimer launches next stage of facility
buildout
PreZero US will commission an LDPE
recycling line at its South Carolina facility, as
part of the next phase of the company’s
development.

Recycling labeling debate primed to heat
up nationally
As California regulators gear up to write
statewide guidelines for which products are
“recyclable,” analysts say the process –
spurred by recent legislation – will have
national impacts.

Mixed-plastics processor enters end-
market sector
North American reclaimer EFS-plastics has
acquired a plastic products manufacturer, a
move the companies say will increase their
recycling and production capacity.

Move sets up growth for recycling test lab
Plastics Forming Enterprises may have only
moved about seven miles away, but the larger
new space enables significant growth in
service capabilities and capacity, company
leaders said in an interview.

California governor signs labeling and
exports bills
A high-profile bill restricting the use of
recyclability labeling on products in California
was signed into law this week. Gov. Gavin
Newsom also signed legislation classifying
mixed-plastic exports out of the state as
“disposal.”
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how to match employment needs with the skills of nearby
residents.

“Some people commit to hiring locally for a certain amount of the
opportunities,” Waterhouse said. “It’s a way of thinking about
one’s role and status in a community outside of, ‘Well, we’re a for-
profit business and we’re here just to make money.'”

He added that state and local government officials can play a key
role by flexing the power they hold on land-use decision-making.
By developing clear requirements that companies must meet in
terms of pollution mitigation, job distribution and more,
governments can help a community make real progress on
environmental justice.

“If all the conversations are just about the minimum legal
requirements, then a real opportunity is being missed to move
forward,” Waterhouse said.

Resources at the ready
As environmental justice has become a bigger talking point in the
waste and recycling industry in recent years, many industry
representatives have been motivated to engage but unsure where
to start.

Waterhouse recommended several resources that can help
stakeholders understand the scope of the issue and its historical
evolution.

First is the EPA’s online Environmental Justice Learning Center,
which offers archived webinars, grant details and much more. It
has a specific section for state and local governments.

Waterhouse also pointed to the 2017 Richard Rothstein book
“The Color of Law,” which helps explain how government policies
have led to neighborhood segregation in the U.S. and often put
more pollution burden onto communities of color. In addition,
Waterhouse recommended the recent work of Charles Lee, a
longtime activist who currently advises the EPA’s Office of
Environmental Justice.

Company leaders and program officials can also follow a single
guiding light when it comes to engaging on environmental justice,
Waterhouse said: Bring in the voice of the community. He said
that when developing a new site or making changes to how
materials are collected and processed, leaders would be wise to
hold community meetings, connect with local organizations and
find other avenues to meet the local residents on their own terms.

“It’s so important for people that are movers and shakers – the
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people in the process of making decisions at the private and
government level – to make sure that community involvement is
happening,” said Waterhouse. “Make sure people have an
opportunity to be involved in the decision-making process and
[are] informed about how they can play a role.”

More stories about Industry groups

Feds will consider regulating chemical recycling sector

Stakeholders talk recycling fixes before Congress

Nonprofit: Recyclables a small portion of marine litter
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