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Progress towards a circular economy
in Europe



1. IPCC: climate 
change

3. IRP: unsustainable 
resource use

2. IPBES: biodiversity loss
and ecosystem services

Global context: unprecedented challenges, improved knowledge, current 
bending the trends too slow

4. WHO: environment 
and health



3

Global response: sustainable development goals (again!)



European Green Deal: a paradigm shift in politics/policy?

• First climate-neutral continent
• Biodiversity Strategy 2030
• New Circular Economy Action Plan
• Zero pollution strategy
• Farm to fork strategy
• Just transition
• Sustainable European Investment Plan
• Future ready economy – new industrial strategy“Europe must lead the 

transition to a healthy 
planet and a new digital 
world.”

“Our most pressing 
challenge is keeping our 
planet healthy. This is the 
greatest responsibility
and opportunity of our 
times.”

‘Existential 
threats’



First (EU) steps in Circular Economy: 2010-2015-2019

• From concept to policy objective
• Building mostly on waste

legislation
• Research and development
• Intellectual/network expansion
• Global scope
• Slow uptake in the physical

economy



Circular use of materials is still low

Trends in the circular material use rate, % in EU-28



Belgium: 47% increase 2011-2020
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Euro (chain-linked volumes)/kg DMC, 
EU27: 31% increase 2011-2020

Resource efficiency is improving in Europe

But, yet, and, …
- DMC measured against value of GDP
- Quid total resource consumption?
- What about impact decoupling?



Trends in waste generation, economic development and population, EEA-33

Waste generation is still increasing

GDP

Waste generation

Average population



Circular economy as part of the European Green Deal

• concrete actions
• strong sectoral focus
• tackling the hard issues 

(governance, design, EPR, 
external footprint, 
obsolecense, …)

• systemic vision
• focus on transparency



Emphasis on the upstream aspects

- Product durability, reusability, upgradability, reparability, remanufacturing
- Increased recycled content in products/high quality recycling
- Banning the destruction of unsold goods
- Avoid hazardous chemicals
- Reduce carbon footprint
- Product-as-a-service; 
- Producers keep the ownership



Too young to die: extending product lifespans

Lifetime for smartphones and home appliances Representation of circular vs linear economy for electronics



Europe’s trade in plastic waste: where does it all go?

© Lars Fogh Mortensen

© Juan Miguel, REDISCOVER Nature/EEA

Source: Reproduced 
from EEA (2019).
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Plastics: a triple-whammy

Source: EEA (2021).

• Fossil fuel use
• Greenhouse gases and pollutants

• Exposure to toxic 
substances

• Litter on land and in water
• Greenhouse gases from incineration 

and landfill



Safe-by-design chemicals: reduce hazard and complexity!

‘Safe and sustainable by design’
Questioning the fundamentals?



Stronger and more concrete sectoral emphasis



Resource-intensive: impacts of textiles

Inside EU Outside EU

Outside EUInside EU

Food

Housing, water, 
electrcity, fuel

Transport

Textiles

Health

Use of primary raw materials

(Source ETC/WMGE based on Exiobase v. 3.4)



Making the right choice: no easy solutions

Source: EEA and ETC/WMGE, illustration by CSCP



Electronic waste: significant loss of resources

Source: EEA/ETC-
WMGE



Increasingly 
complex products Modular design

Sharing economy

Product services

Internet of things

Home delivery 
systems

3D printing

Markets for 
recycling

Probably negative Probably positive Still unclear

Designing products and systems that change behaviours



Resource implications of fragmented solutions



Another silver bullet?
The digital panacea?



Re-configuring the (circular) economy is an international challenge

Virgin vs recycled 
materials

Distribution of supply 
chain know-how

Changing demographics 
& incomes

Distribution of social 
impacts of material use

Increasing global material use 
& globalised value chains



Addressing monitoring gaps: Bellagio process



Circular Economy monitoring at the EEA 

Coalition 
building

Innovation 
and pilots

Delivery and 
implementation

• Bellagio 
partnership

• Country level
• Eurostat
• UNECE / OECD

• Harvesting data 
from product 
passports

• Piloting the use of 
novel data sources

• Experimental 
Dashboard

• CE State and 
Outlook report

• Experimental 
dashboard on CE

• EEA Indicator set
• Doubling CMUR





The link with Climate change ambitions

x 2.5

Speeding up and scaling up
Impossible with current policies



Investing in sustainability, not dead-end streets

- Sustainable Finance Taxonomy
- EU Budget
- Stimulus Funds: Next 

Generation Europe
- European Investment Bank



The ‘x-curve’: lacking attention for the difficult part

Source: Loorbach et al .

Optimisation

Destabilisation

Breakdown

Phase outExperimentation

Acceleration

Institutionalisation

Stabilisation

Conflicts
Speeding 

up
Scaling up

Examples
• Fossil fuels
• Environmentally harmful subsidies
• Unsustainable taxes
• Unsustainable spatial planning
• Unsustainable inequality and living 

conditions



Conclusions

• SDGs, EGD, Climate objectives, … impossible without
fundamental shift in how we use resources

• More focus on impact decoupling needed
• Based on upstream measures and changes
• Much stronger understanding of links with biodiversity

agenda needed
• Distributional issues are at this moment largely forgotten

in the Circular Economy debate in Europe
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Thank you


