
With the publication 
in 2009 of the 
paper, Sustain-
able Materials 

Management: The Road Ahead, the 
EPA laid out a bold future vision of 
change for the use of materials in 
the US economy. Stating, “We live 
in a material world. How our society 
uses materials is funda-
mental to many aspects of 
our economic and envi-

ronmental future. If we want the U.S. to be competitive in the 
world economy, the sustainable use of materials must be our 
goal.”

The EPA’s Resource Conservation and Sustainability 
Division (RCSD) asked Collective Invention to help them take  
the first step toward a national dialogue on sustainable ma-
terials management and expanding existing environmental 

programs to 
encompass 
more fully 
life-cycle materials 
management. 

We were surprised 
and delighted to find 
anything but govern-
ment bureaucrats 
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Materials 

Transporter

 
Name: 
David Bourne

Gender: 

Male
Age: 

48
Ethnicity: 

American

City: 

Butte, Montana

Date of issue 2020
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I’ve been a truck driver for more than 20 

years, and even though it’s getting harder 

and harder to do my job, I have to admit, I 

love taking on the open road. It’s just me 

and my Mac truck and whoever I decide to 

bring along – whether it’s my HAM radio 

buddies or Kai Risdall on Marketplace.

To keep afloat, that is to say, pay my mort-

gage on time and my kids’ college tuition, I 

have to pretty much stay on the road most 

of the year. A few things hit my wallet 

the hardest: the price of fuel, keeping my 

schedule and my truck full both coming and 

going, and big-ticket repairs to my truck, 
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T
his is a nation in which government agencies, businesses, and the public at large are 

engaged in a vibrant national dialogue about the importance of living within the means 

of our planet; that we must extract, use and manage materials in a sustainable way. The 

collective thinking and behavior of society takes into account the full consequences of the life 

cycle of materials, products, and services used to meet its needs.

A successful public-education campaign led by the federal government in conjunction with 

environmental organizations, communities, and progressive businesses has spurred a social 

movement that has swept the U.S. and other leading developed nations to reverse people’s 

understanding of limitless resources and the true state of our planet. Environmental sustain-

ability has become more of an ingrained societal value and resources are seen as limited. Elect-

ed government officials at every level have carried the same message to their constituents.

A decade-long education campaign and cooperative action have borne fruit. Material choices, 

product and process design, transportation of people, goods, and services have all shifted sig-

nificantly to use far less materials, reduce the use of toxic chemicals, and recover more materi-

als at end-of-life.

As an example:

Brownfields are redeveloped or reused with life-cycle thinking and continued environmental 

and social improvement in mind. And green service businesses are used in this redevelopment 

or reuse, for example certified construction/deconstruction firms and energy service companies.

Consumers seek certified green products. They consciously choose to purchase products that 

have minimal impact on the environment, embracing the cradle-to-cradle process, and choose 

to work and live in certified green buildings. They also choose to live in communities that are 

making significant progress in reducing their overall environmental footprint and social well-

being through such approaches as infilling and compact development, mixed use zoning, 

urban agriculture and other local food sources, and mixed, efficient transit systems.

Consumers and businesses count on trusted government-approved certification and labeling 

systems that account for the full life cycle of materials, products and services they use, and 

that have historically been the most egregious. The development of these systems has been 

inclusive with the process and information understandable and transparent. Decisions are 

made easier for the consumer and businesses.

Scenario One

A Nation Recovers

T
his is a world in which progress is being made in fits and starts, sporadically in only 

the most progressive-minded areas in the country. Communities launch grass-

roots efforts through web-based campaigns with some limited involvement from 

government agencies, but by and large, the message is diffuse and unclear. However, 

because there is no follow-through, progressive programs end as suddenly as they begin.

In the business sector, the growth of the market for sustainable products and practices 

is stalled. At this point, it costs just as much, and often more, to buy “greener” products 

than to buy those that are made in conventional ways including built-in obsolescence. 

Though people are more careful in their product choices and use, and are recycling 

more, our economy’s use of virgin raw materials and energy still rose significantly and is 

matched in waste generation and disposal growth – valuable lost materials. The Ogallala 

aquifer is nearing a critical stage and food prices and availability is beginning to reflect 

this.

The public continues to consume goods and services at high rates, and remains largely 

unaware of the scarcity of resources, and that over-consumption leads to numerous 

environmental impacts, as well as resource depletion.

But all that changes in the year 2017 when a sudden, steep climb in prenatal and infant 

mortalities is traced to wide spread toxic contamination of indoor air and water systems 

around the country and by chemicals not within typical monitoring schemes.

As the news about the possible sources of toxicity spreads, confirmed by independent 

laboratories, communities band together and protest the toxic conditions in which they 

live, comparing their communities to industrial towns in China that have suffered the 

same fate. Millions of Americans take to the streets in highly organized rallies day after 

day for months on end, calling for drastic changes to be made to a vast array of produc-

tion practices (from food to mining to electronics), lobbying their local government of-

ficials, and threatening to boycott thousands of shops and shutting down the economy.

Under severe pressure to make immediate changes, government agencies and business-

es organize summits to tackle how to systematically address these sources, to identify 

and address potential issues to they never arise. The priority is immediately focused on 

investing in a systemic approach to reducing chemical use, especially toxic chemical use.

Scenario Three

Revolutionary Road

T
his is a future in which businesses have come to terms with the fact that past 

wasteful production and consumption practices are untenable and were driven by 

the realities around resource limitations over the past decade.  Competition over 

raw materials  and commodities were becoming intense as scarcity around some be-

came a serious issue.  Overall, there’s a realization that businesses must change the way 

they’ve been designing, manufacturing, transporting, and distributing society’s goods 

and services.

Businesses have found ways to design and deliver materials, products and services in a 

way that cuts costs, reduces material use,  and reduces supply risks.  Businesses have 

turned more and more toward creating industrial eco-parks, taking advantage of the 

significant efficiencies gained through the sharing of resources (from information to 

materials to infrastructure),

Multi-billion-dollar companies like Wal-Mart and Amazon have set an example for other 

businesses to follow by forming a coalition that guarantees to sell only sustainable 

products.   And this has resulted in a greater degree of information sharing in order to 

fulfill the needs to certify and label sustainable claims  Although businesses devise their 

own labeling systems, the supporting data are more robust and somewhat more readily 

available,

Businesses have invested in innovations that minimize the use of water and energy, en-

gineered out excessive and wasteful use of materials and toxic chemicals, engineered in 

new sustainable materials, and are reaping the rewards in profits.   However, businesses 

are not able to achieve an optimal system due to the present government incentive 

structure continuing to reflect the incentive system in place a decade ago.

In the educational realm, business, design, and engineering schools are teaching sustain-

able practices, focusing on systems thinking, minimizing the use of natural resources 

and harmful chemicals, maximizing material recovery, and creating new business models 

to meet societal needs in less impactful ways.

Scenario Two

Less Becomes More

 “If we want the 
U.S. to be com-
petitive in the 
world economy, 
the sustainable 
use of materials 
must be our goal.”

working on this project. And thus began a remarkable 
partnership with the RCSD. We developed a workshop 
for the Division, designed to reframe their work from 
enforcement to advocacy. In a series of online social 
network sites, participants joined dialogues about key 
topics in sustainable materials management. To reinforce 
the changing frameworks, all participants were given a new 
passport (to the future of the United States) in which they 
assumed the role of a key actor in a closed-loop industrial 

recycling system. From that new perspec-
tive, people learned about the details of each 
other’s jobs and roles throughout the system. 

Armed with this new insight, the leaders 
and managers of the RCSD encountered three 
scenarios describing possible futures of the US 
industrial economy. The resulting dialogues in 
the series of workshops were, indeed, the first 
steps toward a national dialogue on life-cycle 
materials management. 

As an outcome of the project, Collective 
Invention designed and produced a series of 
online resources, digital and print artifacts, and 

in-depth facilitation guides. With these tools, the EPA can host 
the expanding conversation about life-	 		
cycle materials management within 
and beyond the federal government 
by engaging industry, state and local 
government, and private citizens.  

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency  Washington, DC

The envisioned generalized 
closed-loop industrial recycling 
system with six sequential 
functions and four continuous 
system services.

“Passports to the 
Future of the US” 
depicting the people working in a pro-
totypical industrial recycling system 
and the challenges in their work life.

Scenarios of the 
future researched 
and written by 
Collective Inven-
tion, describe three 
possible paths for 
the US economy 
and society.
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