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The “Common Vision” statement is a useful technical document summarizing environmental problems caused by current paper production and consumption practices and identifying ways to alleviate the problems.  But it focuses on just a part of the paper life cycle and it doesn’t clearly identify who should be responsible for achieving sustainability goals.  

Our vision with respect to paper should be sustainable forests, clean production practices and Zero Waste of resources throughout the product life-cycle. This can only be achieved through a transformation of the industrial system. 

This transformation will be driven by applying pressure on the link in the production chain where decisions are made about the sourcing of fiber and the production processes. Paper is a commodity, like plastic or aluminum. It is sold to producers of products made with paper. It is these producers who proudly put their name on the products who should be held accountable for specifying that the paper meet environmental standards demanded by a just society.

In this regard, Extended Producer Responsibility, or EPR, is a promising policy approach.  EPR sets environmental standards in the public interest and requires that producers ensure that their products adhere to them ‘from cradle to cradle.’  In a sustainable Zero Waste society, all products should be designed to be recycled back into the economy in an endless closed loop, or composted and safely returned to the Earth – and product manufacturers should be held accountable for ensuring that this standard is achieved. 

Applied to paper products (newspapers, packaging, etc.), EPR requires producers to incorporate recycled content, avoid toxic production processes and ensure that paper goes back into the production process rather than into landfills or incinerators.  
The “Common Vision” omits a critical perspective.  Looked at from a Zero Waste perspective, it is apparent that the unsustainable practices that characterize the paper industry are driven in large measure by the availability of convenient waste disposal – supplied at low or no cost by local communities. It is critical that the “Common Vision” document acknowledge that over half of U.S. paper production (55%; 47,370,000 tons) is on a linear treadmill that travels from stumps to dumps after a single use.  Omitting wasting from the analysis obscures an environmental problem nearly as serious as forest destruction:  landfills are the greatest single source of man-made, climate-changing methane emissions to the atmosphere and wasted paper products are the source of the great majority of this methane.  

Why is so much usable paper being wasted?  A major reason is because the infrastructure for collecting paper is underdeveloped. We rely on traditional municipal waste management, which is still highly centered on waste disposal, to manage paper products.  The EPR alternative for paper products is for manufacturers to be responsible for ensuring that their products are managed responsibly throughout the product life-cycle.  This means that they must establish effective collection and recycling systems for their products during the post-consumer stage of the cycle.

Efficient collection will result in a huge supply of waste paper which may well drive the expansion of recycled content in new paper production. If the market fails to respond, recycled content legislation can be used to create the needed demand. Thus, the twin EPR interventions (responsibility for collection/supply and responsibility for recycled content consumption/demand) will result in paper staying in the production loop, rather than hemorrhaging out into landfills.

This proposal could be woven into the “Common Vision” statement as one of the Best Practices by extending the 'chain of custody' concept beyond its current informative function (research, tracking, reporting) to include physical and financial responsibility of the brand-owner for ensuring that paper is recovered and recycled.  Moreover, the Purchasing Guidance could add:  "Make a Commitment ... to purchase paper only from companies that provide for collection and recycling of scrap paper.”

It will be important to identify which actor in the supply chain bears responsibility for providing the service. Arguably, each supplier should be responsible to its own customers (i.e. newspaper publishers for newspapers, but newsprint suppliers to printers; office paper suppliers to offices, but paper suppliers to converters).

Ultimately, a sustainable Zero Waste paper industry will require major policy shifts.  Supporting policies will include:

· Landfill bans for biodegradable material (including paper) – Bans address pollution and climate change concerns while also stimulating supplies of recovered fiber.

· Ending subsidies for virgin harvesting and production --  Important because recovered fiber competes with virgin fiber.

· Extended producer responsibility – (discussed above).
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