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EREF powers the 
science of 
sustainable waste 
resource 
management.

The case for a 
circular economy
Reimagining sustainability

Our world faces a growing challenge to address how 
people create, use, and discard the materials that 
make our lives. Finite resources and growing 
populations drive the urgent need for sustainability—
and for decades, global leaders have framed this 
need through the lens of “waste.”


But to us, it’s not about waste. At the Environmental 
Research & Education Foundation (EREF), we’re 
challenging the world to reimagine what 
“sustainability” really means. To realize that waste 
isn’t something to get rid of; it’s a resource.
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How does an economy get 
circular?
And how does EREF help? We drive the reimagination 
of sustainable resource management with the most 
powerful tools on the market: data and research.


Sitting squarely at the intersection of business, 
environment, science, and education, EREF provides 
scientific, evidence-based research, data 
aggregation, and policy analysis that is unbiased and 
nonpartisan.


The truth is, we can’t tackle the charge of creating a 
more circular economy without data to tell us what 
works and what doesn’t. EREF knows that there’s too 
much at stake to get the science wrong, which is 
why we help leaders of industries, states, and 
nations make scientifically based decisions.


For more than 30 years and over $31 million invested, 
EREF has expanded scientific understanding, 
increased educational pathways, and inspired 
sustainable solutions that advance a more circular 
economy. And to keep it up—to keep offering data to 
drive critical sustainability efforts—we need to 
double our investments in scientific research and 
expand education surrounding research initiatives.

Our current linear economy moves raw materials 
through manufacturing, distribution, and consumption 
to ultimately create waste. At EREF, we imagine a 
circular economy that instead keeps materials 
moving through reuse, repair, redistribution, and 
recycling. This is the most powerful way to preserve 
natural resources and minimize emissions that cause 
climate change.


Keeping materials in motion for as long as possible 
reduces the number of finite resources extracted. But 
to get there, we need a better understanding of how 
materials flow through society.

   There are hundreds 
of environmental 
organizations, but 
EREF is a real 
scientific organization 
presenting real data. 
They are finding 
actionable solutions 
to problems versus 
advocating for 
political change.”
| Ven Poole, GFL Environmental
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EREF is the largest 
private funder of 
sustainable solid 
waste management 
research.



What 
we need

And why we need it now
If there’s one thing we know, it’s that there’s no time to 
waste. We need accurate information to drive our pursuit of 
a more circular economy, and we need it now.


Fast-tracking time-sensitive research to fuel the conversion 
from a linear to a circular economy will require a $50 million 
investment over the next 5 years.


The decisions that people, brands, businesses, and 
regulators make today—as you read this document— are 
impacting our environment and our future resources. To 
create real change and turn our pursuit of a circular 
economy from aspirational to actionable, we need science, 
empirical data, and true collaboration.

Why EREF?
There are a lot of organizations working in the name of 
sustainability. But at EREF, we’re talking data—and data 
based on sound science is the most powerful tool in our 
fight to preserve natural resources and avoid climate-
altering emissions.


Sustainability goals are often set without a clear 
understanding of how to achieve them—but guesswork 
won’t get us where we need to go. We can only solve 
problems that we understand, and we can only understand 
these problems through data.

Centralizing Industry, 
Federal, and NGO Silos
Credible science helps leaders see waste as a resource and 
empowers sustainable solutions that help industries, 
corporations, and governments meet Environmental, Social 
and Governance (ESG) goals.

EREF’s network of product manufacturers and distributors, 
consumers, equipment manufacturers, recyclers, academic 
institutions, and waste processors brings together key 
players to close the loop on sustainable materials 
management.

|Kristin Kinder, VP of Research and Waste Stream 
Sustainability, Wastequip

03

    As more 
corporations, 
manufacturers, 
retailers, and 
policymakers seek 
to set meaningful 
sustainability 
goals, EREF provides 
the empirical data 
to move us from 
aspirations into a 
truly circular 
economy.”



Research

Your Support Helps Us Answer the Critical Questions

EREF’s international scope has 
already driven change in 
recycling, collection, and waste 
management, and our unbiased, 
peer-reviewed research makes 
critical information readily 
available to all. With more 
funding, we’ll be able to dig 
even deeper and bring forward 
data that advances our 
understanding of key 
sustainability challenges—and 
what we can do to meet them.

We’re continuously working to close gaps in research. As it stands, the largest scientific gaps impeding 
our pursuit of a more circular economy are:

How can we better reduce 
environmental and societal 
impacts?

How can we 
maximize the impact 
of existing and 
proposed policies?

How can we better 
evaluate tradeoffs of 
decisions made to 
increase sustainable 
materials management?

How can we better 
measure the circularity 
of materials?
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How can we 
better mitigate 
climate change?

End uses of recyclable materials:

How much is truly recycled? How are recycled products being used?

Recycling bottle-to-bottle:
How often are products recycled back into their original use?

Does Extended Producer Responsibility increase recycling rates?

What are the nuances of its success?

With an additional $50 
million investment in 
researching these 
questions now, we’ll 
exponentially impact the 
decisions of tomorrow.

Resource�
�� Problematic policie�
�� Downcyclin�
�� Burden Shifting

Manufacturin�
�� Zero waste is unrealisti�
�� Poor packaging design

Resource 
Life 
Cycle
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circle

Deliver�
�� Inefficienc�
�� Food spoilag�
�� Excessive shipping design

Us�
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�� Wishcyclin�
�� Low awareness

Disposa�
�� Weak end market deman�
�� Doesn’t meet standards



EREF’s eyes are 
on the future

Immediate data needs

EREF is expanding to become a data repository for 
everyone working toward more circular solutions. Our 
well-researched, unbiased data will pinpoint 
opportunities and present viable, implementable 
solutions.

We’re already working to evolve more than 30 data sets 
to enable sustainable decision-making in the future. 
This critical data includes the aggregation of specific 
topics around�

� Mass Flow of Material�
� Equipment Efficiency, Sustainability & Innovatio�
� Infrastructure Capabilities, Capacity & Demand�
� Consumer Behavior Analysi�
� Government Policies & Program�
� Circular Economy Analysis
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How today’s contributions 
shape tomorrow

EREF is paving the way for a more circular economy. 
With 125 funded research projects, 15 published 
reports, and educational programs that guide decision-
makers within regulatory agencies, private companies, 
and communities nationwide, there’s no debate that 
we’re powering science.


But it’s not enough.


Our research needs continue to expand at a rapid 
pace, and it’s critical that we ramp up education and 
communication in tandem—so that we can serve our 
critical role in helping stakeholders at every point 
reimagine sustainability. This includes policymakers, 
waste and recycling organizations, equipment 
manufacturers, upstream product manufacturers, 
retailers, consumers, and more.


The list of those who need our research is long and 
growing. But we can only provide data at the volume we 
need to with the help of our donors.

$0

$25mm

$50mm

Without hitting funding goals, 
the full picture of our datasets 
will remain incomplete.



Our education pipeline

EREF grows future leaders by providing 
scholarships for some of the brightest minds in 
sustainability. Our Scholarship Program fosters 
the next generation of researchers, who will 
continue to provide critical research and data 
well into the future.


Through its 30-year history, our Scholarship 
Program has supported 108 graduate-level 
scholars who now create real impact in their 
fields: 40% in the waste and recycling industry, 
37% in academia, and 7% in government.

To reimagine sustainable solutions, we need to 
double our investment in young professionals 
to keep the sustainable resources 
management field well-staffed into the future.

     Being an EREF scholar helped take my 
recycling and solid waste management 
expertise to the next level. EREF supported my 
graduate studies focusing on solid waste 
management at the municipal level. I went on 
to manage a Materials Recovery Facility 
processing 15,000 tons of recycling a month 
and now I’m building and operating Tesla Giga 
Texas’ recycling and resource recovery 
programs.”
|Brent Perdue, Non-Regulated Waste Manager, Tesla  
EREF Scholar

|Craig Benson, Ph.D., PE, DGE, BCEE, NAE, Dean Emeritus, 
University of Virginia

|Tara Hemmer, Chief Sustainability Officer, WM 
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Scholarship Program

108 Graduate level 
scholars

GOVERNMENT

Waste & Recycling 
FIELD

40%

academia
37%

7%

    We have built a 
strong foundation, 
but EREF is investing 
in the future 
through research 
and scholarships. 
This is what will take 
us from good to 
great!”

    The Environmental Research & 
Education Foundation is a critical 
partner to our university, bridging 
the gap between theory and 
implementable solutions that create 
lasting impact in our environmental 
sustainability efforts.



With your help, we 
can advance a more 
circular economy

No one’s talking data like EREF, and EREF 
needs your support to keep bringing 
unbiased, expertly researched science to a 
field that desperately needs it.


Our economy’s “waste” can be a resource. 
We can change the conversation around 
sustainability and create a healthier 
tomorrow. But we need funding to get there.


EREF is seeking a $50 million investment 
over the next 5 years to power this 
audacious, but implementable change.


We need to move quickly if we’re going to 
provide data that truly informs decision-
making and positively impacts our 
environment. With your support, EREF will 
power the way to a more circular economy.

www.erefdn.org

Join us.
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