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1) EU Environmental policy: reason, origins and development, global context, etc. (20 min)

2) EU Green Deal: not only an ambitious policy package but also a multifaced (and critiqued) 
foreign policy (20 min)

3) Circular economy: definitions and concept, comparison to present economic growth, 
implementation at different scales, linkages with sustainability issues, limitations and 
challenges, academic debate and critiques (40 min)

4) The CE in Italy & some case studies: 

• Circular district: the Food Crossing District in Emilia Romagna. An example of circular production 
chain (5 min)

• Circular city “from local to global”: the case of Prato in Tuscany (5 min)

• Grass-roots initiatives for circular innovation: Repair Cafè (2 min)
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1) Get familiar with main areas and key aspects of the EU environmental policy and the
Green Deal.

2) Understand the two opposing concepts of the linear economy and the circular 
economy (CE).

3) Grasp an understanding of the CE from both a theoretical and a practical 
perspective.

4) Be able to describe the linkage between CE, sustainability transition, SDGs, etc.

5) Become familiar with the main critiques to the CE in theory and in practice.

6) Finally, understand why the CE is gaining momentum both in academic debate and 
in the political arena.

On completion of this seminar, you should:





The reasons for an EU 
environmental policy

1. Air & sea pollution are borderless (e.g. 2002 
Prestige sinking – Spain, French and 
Portuguese natural disaster*)

2. Environmental landmarks are borderless (e.g. 
EU rivers)

3. Environmental protection is not only a matter 
of internal market (e.g. quantitative 
restrictions) but is… foreign policy!

4. Law is mandatory… and environmental 
protection is an objective of the EU according 
with the Treaties

*https://safety4sea.com/cm-learn-from-the-past-prestige-sinking-one-of-the-worst-oil-spills-in-europe/

Garrett Hardin in 1968 called “the tragedy of the commons.” 



The reasons for an EU 
environmental policy…

…an image is worth a 
thousand words!





Environment policy is one of the 
greatest social challenges facing 
the public authorities and all 
sectors of the economy today. 
It is also a subject of which the 
public is acutely aware, since it 
directly affects its welfare and 
health.



…need to understand the urgency…

VIDEO: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TMrtLsQbaok



…need to understand the urgency…

VIDEO: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TMrtLsQbaok



EU environmental policy: origins
and development (1)

• At that time environmental protection was NOT a priority for countries hoping to reinforce peace 
and security in the aftermath of World War II. It is therefore hardly surprising that the Treaty of 
Rome included no provisions on environmental matters (Lee 2005:1). 

• Moreover, the Treaty only contained “meagre provisions” concerning the power to conclude 
international agreements (Marín Durán and Morgera 2012:9). 

• Environmental consciousness began to evolve in Europe and elsewhere in the 1960s. 

The origins of the European Union can be traced to 
the Treaty of Rome (1957)…



Origins and development (2)

• The competence of the European Economic Community 
(EEC) in the area of environmental policy remained a 
matter of controversy in the absence of explicit treaty 
basis, “numerous directives and regulations have been 
adopted on almost every conceivable aspect of 
environment policy since 1971” (Jans and Vedder
2012:4). 

• Decision-making regarding environmental policy in the period was based on 
unanimous decision making under Articles 100 and 235 of the EEC Treaty of Rome 
(1957).



Origins and development (3)

The first major international 
gathering to discuss the state of the 
global environment, the Stockholm 
Conference on the Human 
Environment, took place in 1972. 

It gave important impetus for the 
development of international 
environmental law. 



Key studies on the environment…

• The Limits to Growth (LTG) is a 1972 report 
on the exponential economic and 
population growth with a finite supply of 
resources, studied by computer simulation.

• Commissioned by the Club of Rome, the 
findings of the study were first presented at 
international gatherings in Moscow and Rio 
de Janeiro in the summer of 1971.

• These stimuli contributed to the debate 
within the European Economic Community.

The Limits To Growth (1972)



Origins and development (4)

• European environment policy dates back to the European 
Council held in Paris in 1972, at which the Heads of State or 
Government (in the aftermath of the first UN conference on 
the environment) declared the need for a Community 
environment policy flanking economic expansion, and called
for an action programme. 

• This coincided with the adoption of the First Programme of Action of the European 
Communities on the Environment for 1973-76. 

• The Programme had the impact of placing the environment firmly on the European 
political agenda. Concerning external environmental cooperation, the Programme
required the Community to continue its active cooperation with other international 
bodies (Marín Durán and Morgera 2012:10).



Origins and development (5)

The Limits To Growth (1972)

Only in 1986, the Single European Act 
introduced a new ‘Environment Title’, which 
provided the first legal basis for a common 
environment policy with the aims of 
preserving the quality of the environment, 
protecting human health, and ensuring 
rational use of natural resources. 

Subsequent treaty revisions strengthened the 
Community’s commitment to environmental 
protection and the role of the European 
Parliament in its development. 



Origins and development (6)

• From an environmental perspective this reform 
(the 1986 Title on the Environment) was important 
as the founding Treaty because now included 
specific competences on environmental matters.

• The new Title on the Environment  laid down a set 
of objectives and principles to underpin EEC 
action in the environmental field.



Origins and development (7)

• The Treaty of Maastricht (1992) made the environment an official EU policy 
area, introduced the codecision procedure* and made qualified majority voting 
in the Council the general rule. 

• The Treaty of Amsterdam (1999) established the duty to integrate 
environmental protection into all EU sectoral policies with a view to promoting 
sustainable development. 

• ‘Combating climate change’ became a specific goal with the Treaty of Lisbon 
(2009), as did sustainable development in relations with third countries. Legal 
personality now enabled the EU to conclude international agreements.

*In other words, the decision-making procedure had evolved significantly from unanimous decision-making by the
Council to majority voting and participation by the Parliament



Main example of international agreements… 
(2015)



Current State of Competence 

Competence for environment and 
climate change legislation is ‘shared’ 
(Article 4(2) (e) TFEU). 

This means that either the EU or the 
Member States may act, but Member 
States may be prevented from acting 
once the EU has done so (Article 2(2) 
TFEU). 

European Court of Justice (ECJ): 
interprets EU law to make sure it is 
applied in the same way in all EU 
Member States.



From the late 1980s, sustainable development—i.e., the 
fostering of economic growth while preserving the quality 
of the environment for future generations—became a 
leading concept in environmental policy making. 

With nature and natural resources considered as 
economic drivers, environmental policy making was no 
longer the exclusive domain of (national/local) 
government. 

Instead, private industry and nongovernmental
organizations assumed greater responsibility for the 
environment. 

Also, the concept emphasized that individual people and 
their communities play a key role in the effective 
implementation of policies.

Actors & issues to be tackled



Planetary boundaries & 
issues to be tackled

• Planetary boundaries is a concept involving Earth system 
processes that contain environmental boundaries.

• Elaborated in 2009 by a group of Earth System and 
environmental scientists led by Johan Rockström from the 
Stockholm Resilience Centre and Will Steffen from the Australian 
National University collaborated with 26 leading academics…

• "safe operating space for humanity" that soon became a 
‘paradigm’…



Increasing the EU’s 
climate ambition for 
2030 and 2050

The EU has already started to 
modernise and transform the 
economy with the aim of climate 
neutrality.

Between 1990 and 2018, it reduced 
greenhouse gas emissions by 23%, 
while the economy grew by 61%. 

However, current policies will only 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 
60% by 2050. Much remains to be 
done, starting with more ambitious 
climate action in the coming decade. 



The European 
Green Deal

Towards a climate 
neutral EU by 2050



The European Green Deal

• In December 2019, the European Commission 
introduced the European Green Deal, an 
ambitious policy package intended to make the 
European Union’s economy environmentally 
sustainable. 

• The goal is to reach climate neutrality by 2050, 
and to turn the transition into an economic and 
industrial opportunity for Europe. 

• The deal is made up of a wide array of policy 
measures and subsidies aimed at cutting 
pollution while increasing research and 
investment in environmentally friendly 
technologies.



11 December
2019

• Presentation of the European Green Deal

14 January 2020
• Presentation of the European Green Deal Investment Plan and the Just Transition Mechanism

4 March 2020

• Proposal for a European climate law to ensure a climate neutral European Union by 2050
• Public consultation (open until 17 June 2020) on the European Climate Pact bringing together regions, local 

communities, civil society, businesses and schools

10 March 2020
• Adoption of the European Industrial Strategy, a plan for a future-ready economy

11 March 
2020

• Proposal of a new Circular Economy Action Plan focusing on sustainable resource use

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_19_6691
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_17
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/just-transition-mechanism_en
http://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_17
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_335
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_335
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_416
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_420


20 May 2020

• Presentation of the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 to protect the fragile natural resources 
on our planet

• Presentation of the ‘Farm to fork strategy’ to make food systems more sustainable

08 July 2020

• Adoption of the EU strategies for energy system integration and hydrogen to pave the way 
towards a fully decarbonised, more efficient and interconnected energy sector

17 September 2020

• Presentation of the 2030 Climate Target Plan

14 October
2020

• Renovation wave
• Methane Strategy
• Chemicals strategy for sustainability

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_884
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_20_908
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1259
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1599
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1835
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1833
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1839


19 November 
2020

• Offshore renewable energy

9 December
2020

• European Climate Pact

10 December
2020

• European Battery Alliance

18 January 2021

• New European Bauhaus (project aiming to combine design, sustainability, accessibility, 
affordability and investment in order to help deliver the European Green Deal)

25 March 
2021

• Organic Action Plan

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2096
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2323
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2312
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_21_111
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/farming/organic-farming/organic-action-plan_en


The European Green 
Deal policy areas

• Biodiversity: Measures to protect the ecosystem
• From Farm to Fork: Ways to ensure more sustainable food systems
• Sustainable agriculture: Sustainability in EU agriculture and rural areas thanks to the common agricultural policy (CAP)
• Clean energy: Clean energy
• Sustainable industry: Ways to ensure more sustainable, more environmentally-respectful production cycles
• Building and renovating: The need for a cleaner construction sector
• Sustainable mobility: Promoting more sustainable means of transport
• Eliminating pollution: Measures to cut pollution rapidly and efficiently
• Climate action: Making the EU climate neutral by 2050

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/eu-biodiversity-strategy-2030_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/farm-fork_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/sustainability
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/clean-energy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_19_6724
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_19_6725
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_19_6726
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_19_6729
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/index_en


The European Green Deal

The European Green Deal provides an action plan to 
• boost the efficient use of resources by moving to a clean, circular economy 
• restore biodiversity and cut pollution

The plan outlines investments needed and financing tools available. 
It explains how to ensure a just and inclusive transition.

The EU aims to be climate neutral in 2050. 
A European Climate Law which aims to turn this political commitment into 
a legal obligation was published and entered into force on 29 July 2021.



EU to be the first climate-neutral continent by 2050

• New technologies (most of which 
are known already)

• Decorbonization

• Reduction of GHGs

• Contribution of each sector of the 
economy

*LULUCF= Land use, land-use change, and forestry



Invest in the modernization of the EU economy

Modernising the EU’s economy will stimulate 
significant additional investment:
1. Energy efficiency
2. Development of renewables
3. Clean, safe & connected mobility
4. Competitive industry and circular economy
5. Infrastructure and inter-connections
6. Bio-economy and natural carbon sinks
7. Tackle remaining emissions with carbon capture 

and storage
• From 2% of EU GDP invested in the energy system 

today to 2.8% to achieve a net-zero greenhouse gas 
emissions economy

• Positive for growth and jobs, with GDP impact up to 
+2% (attention! debated…)

• Co-benefits: energy imports down, public health, 
etc. (attention! debated…)

Decoupling economic activity from the consumption of finite resources… and GHG emissions, waste production, etc.



The European Green Deal
Reaching this target will require action by all sectors of our economy, including

• investing in environmentally-friendly technologies
• supporting industry to innovate
• rolling out cleaner, cheaper and healthier forms of private and public transport
• decarbonising the energy sector
• ensuring buildings are more energy efficient
• working with international partners to improve global environmental standards

The EU provides financial support and technical assistance to help those that are most 
affected by the move towards the green economy.

This is called the Just Transition Mechanism. It mobilises at least €100 billion over the 
period 2021-2027 in the most affected regions.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/just-transition-mechanism_en


The Green Deal will 
redefine Europe’s global 
policy priorities; 
as such, it is a foreign 
policy development with 
profound geopolitical 
consequences



The geopolitics of the European Green Deal

The Green Deal will affect geopolitics through 
its impact on the EU energy balance and 
global markets; 
on oil and gas-producing countries in the EU 
neighbourhood; 
on European energy security; 
and on global trade patterns, notably via the 
carbon border adjustment mechanism. 
At least some of these changes are likely to 
impact partner countries adversely.



1

The EU imported more than 
€320 billion worth of energy 
products in 2019,
and more
than 60% of EU imports from 
Russia were energy products



A massive reduction in this
flow will restructure EU 
relationships with key energy 
suppliers. 

Countries including Russia, 
Algeria and Norway will 
ultimately be deprived of 
their main export market. 

Inevitably, Europe’s exit from 
fossil-fuel dependency will 
adversely affect a number of 
regional partners, and may 
even destabilise them 
economically and politically.





Europe accounts for 
around 20% of global 
crude oil imports.

The fall in oil demand 
resulting from Europe’s 
transition to renewables 
will impact the global oil 
market by depressing 
prices and the reducing 
the income of the main 
exporters, even if they 
do not trade much with 
the EU.

2



A greener Europe will be more 
dependent on imports of products 
and raw materials that serve as 
inputs for clean energy and clean 
technologies. 

For example, rare-earth elements,
of which China is the largest 
producer, are essential for battery 
production. Moreover, Europe 
could remain a major net importer 
of energy but that energy will 
need to be green, such as green 
hydrogen produced in sun-rich 
parts of the world.

3



4

The Green Deal will impact Europe’s 
international competitiveness. 
If European firms take on regulation-related 
costs that their foreign competitors do not 
bear, they will become less competitive 
both domestically and abroad. 

And if the EU attempts to limit this loss and 
avoid carbon leakage by imposing tariffs on 
carbon-rich imports, it risks being accused 
of distorting international trade. 
That might lead to friction with major 
trading partners, particularly carbon-
intensive ones, if they view a carbon border 
adjustment mechanism as an illegal trade 
barrier.



the Green Deal is a foreign policy…

• But most fundamentally, the Green Deal is foreign policy because climate change is a global 
problem. A transition away from carbon that would only focus on Europe would not do much to 
mitigate global warming, as Europe represents less than 10 percent of global greenhouse-gas 
emissions. 

• Worse, if the Green Deal simply displaces Europe’s greenhouse gas emissions to its trading 
partners, it will have no impact at all on climate change. If only for this reason, the EU is likely to 
push very hard for ambitious enforceable multilateral agreements on containing global warming 
and will subordinate some of its other objectives to this overriding priority. 

• Already, the European Commission has recognised that it will either need to export its standards 
or create a border adjustment mechanism to maintain European competitiveness and prevent 
carbon leakage.

5





Degrowth is an idea that critiques the global capitalist system which pursues growth at all costs, causing human 
exploitation and environmental destruction. 
The degrowth movement of activists and researchers advocates for societies that prioritize social and 
ecological well-being instead of corporate profits, over-production and excess consumption. This requires 
radical redistribution, reduction in the material size of the global economy, and a shift in common values 
towards care, solidarity and autonomy. 
Degrowth means transforming societies to ensure environmental justice and a good life for all within planetary 
boundaries.











Location of "at-risk" regions 
(in need of "just transition")

In red regions characterised by high-
carbon emitting activities.
Located in Eastern Germany and 
Central and Eastern Europe (Poland, 
Romania, Czech Republic, Bulgaria) but 
also in the South (France, Italy, Spain, 
Greece, etc.)



The Guardian, February 2020

*Yanis Varoufakis is the co-founder of DiEM25 (Democracy in Europe 
Movement), former finance minister of Greece and author of And the Weak 
Suffer What They Must? Europe's Crisis and America's Economic Future









The Circular Economy in the framework of 
the European Green Deal

The circular 
economy represents 

one of the main 
blocks of the 

European Green 
Deal



Circular Economy

a broad concept…



Defining 
the circular economy

Over the last decade growing attention has been
paid worldwide to the new concept and
development model of Circular Economy (CE)
with the aim to provide a better alternative to the
dominant economic development model, so
called “take, make and dispose” (linear economy)
(Ness, 2008).

The “circular economy” is an old concept that is
steadily gaining ground among influential entities
(EU, regions, cities…), academia and private
actors/entities.

The vision  a smarter, more regenerative and
restorative way to create, use and dispose of
products that designs out waste from this cycle.



Extraction of 
Resource Manufacturing Distribution Consumption Dispose

From linear to… circular!

Depletion of Finite
Natural Resources



Fairphone: the “circular economy” smart phone

…designs out waste: for example (in the 
production process) designing for disassembly!



Defining the circular economy

The negative effects caused by the “linear model” are threatening the stability of the economies and 
the integrity of natural ecosystems that are essential for humanity's survival. 
(EC, 2014a,b; Lett, 2014; Mazzantini, 2014; Park and Chertow, 2014; Su et al. 2013; Geng et al., 2012; 
UNEP, 2013a; Waughray, 2013; Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2012; Preston, 2012; Stiehl and Hirth, 
2012; Feng and Yan, 2007; Yuan et al., 2006; Yap, 2005).
So far many different CE studies (case studies, reviews, scientific reports, etc.) have been published 
worldwide 
(Yap, 2005; Andersen, 2007; Feng and Yan, 2007; Charonis, 2012; Ellen Mac Arthur Foundation, 2012; 
Preston, 2012; Su et al., 2013; Lett, 2014; Naustdalslid, 2014; Prendeville et al., 2014; Club of Rome, 
2015; Resource, 2015). 
A large number of these studies concern the implementation of CE in China. This country seems 
strongly committed and attracted by CE because of the huge environmental, human health and social 
problems posed by its very rapid and continuous economic development pattern 
(Yap, 2005; Fang et al., 2007; Feng and Yan, 2007; Geng and Doberstein, 2008; Geng et al., 2012; 
Mathews and Tan, 2011; Mazzantini, 2013; Su et al., 2013; UNEP, 2013a). 



Literature review on the CE concept

Ghisellini et al. 2016* performed a literature review on 
the concept, according to several integrated criteria: 
(1) chronological order (from 2004 to 2014); 

(2) topics of interest (circular economy origins, principles);
(3) implementation at different scales (micro, e.g. company or 

consumer level; meso, e.g. eco-industrial parks level; macro, e.g. 
city, province, region, nation);

(4) comparison to present economic growth and alternative patterns 
(steady state economy and economic degrowth); 

(5) problems and challenges. 

*“A review on circular economy: the expected transition to a balanced interplay of environmental and economic 
systems”, Journal of Cleaner Production 2016





This Figure shows the evolution of the six main categories in which the articles on 
the effects of CE policies on the environment are framed. 

Abad-Segura E. et al, Effects of Circular Economy Policies on the Environment and Sustainable Growth: Worldwide Research, Sustainability 2020, 
12, 5792; doi:10.3390/su12145792



What is a circular economy?

After becoming popular in Asia (the
adoption of the Circular Economy in China
dates back to 1973), the concept became
popular in Europe thanks to the work done
by a leading proponent of the Circular
Economy in the UK is the Isle of Wight based
NGO, the Ellen Macarthur Foundation.

EMF has been producing a series of well-
known reports on the concept (Ellen
Macarthur Foundation 2012, 2013, 2014,
etc.).



• Circular economy (CE) is currently a popular concept promoted by the EU, by 
several national governments and by many businesses around the world.

• The CE definition must consider and should contribute to its three dimensions: 
economic, environmental and social (which are in fact the three dimensions of 
sustainable development) Korhonen et al 2018.

As defined by the European Commission:

“a circular economy aims to maintain the value of products, materials and
resources for as long as possible by returning them into the product cycle at the end
of their use, while minimising the generation of waste. The fewer products we
discard, the less materials we extract, the better for our environment.”*

What is a circular economy?

*https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/circular-economy#:~:text=A%20circular%20economy%20aims%20to,the%20better%20for%20our%20environment.



7,1
7,1

Material flow diagram – Circular EconomyINPUT OUTPUT + Acc.

Weak Circularity

INCREASE 
EFFICIENCY => 
Strong Circularity

REDUCE => 
Strong Circularity



…principles and limitations

• As argued by Hernysson and Nuur 2021, circular economy mainly 
emerges in the literature through three main “actions”, i.e. the so 
called 3R's Principles: Reduction, Reuse and Recycle (Feng and Yan, 
2007; Ren, 2007; Sakai et al., 2011; Preston, 2012; Reh, 2013; Su et 
al., 2013; Lett, 2014);

• Circular economy is defined by Charonis (2012), in line with Ellen 
Macarthur Foundation vision (2012), as a system that is designed to 
be restorative and regenerative. This author considers CE as an 
“alternative growth discourse” and not an “alternative to growth 
discourse” (2012).



…principles and limitations

• Currently, the debate mainly engages scholars in engineering and sciences, 
along with organizational studies, and has also drawn the attention of 
industry, think tanks such as the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, NGOs, and 
national and supranational governing institutions, such as China and the 
EU.

• The current CE strategies predominately focus on manufacturing systems in 
urban areas and industrial resource management  production process, 
‘touching’ the (collaborative) consumption models, but for example not 
questioning the role of “institutions, actors, ownership”.

• Existing literature ignored the socioeconomic complexity of adopting a CE 
pathway, as well as the “territorial” dimension is overlooked.





…successful transition toward the circular 
economy cannot take place without 
understanding the institutional features of 
industrial transformations (…).
This article offers a starting point for future 
studies of circular economy transitions and the 
role of institutions as enabling, as well as at 
times obstructing transition environments

Similar to previous historical transformations, the transition toward the CE does not take place in isolation and 
depends on the environment that facilitates or hinders the diffusion of sociotechnical innovations.

In terms of the CE and other sustainability transition frameworks, different institutional environments (e.g., the 
market, the firm, the community, and the values)* favor different types of interaction, and therefore different 
rationalities of transformation and, as a result, different industrial pathways.

*Institutions include formal regulatory frameworks or business agreements and property rights, constitutions, laws, 
taxation, insurance, and market regulation, as well as informal behavioral norms, such as shared self-sustaining 
beliefs and expectations, customs, cultural scripts, or rules of conduct that may or may not be represented by 
codified rules (North, 1990; Schmidt & Radaelli, 2004).



What role can geographers play in the discussion?

This paper examines the contributions human geographical scholarship can make to CE debates, focusing on 
‘generative spaces’ of diverse CE practices. Concepts infrequently discussed within human geography such as 
product service systems and ‘prosumption’ are explored, to argue that productive potential exists in bringing 
these ideas into conversation with ongoing human geographical research into practices, materialities, 
emergent political spaces and ‘everyday activism’.



…implementations at different levels



The multilevel 
governance of 

CE: 
authorities 

and 
stakeholders

Authorities at all levels of government increasingly encourage the 
transition towards a circular economy. 

The European Commission adopted the EU Action Plan for the 
Circular Economy in 2015, detailing key measures, specific areas of 
intervention and targets for waste reduction and recycling. The 
Action Plan has been enhanced by amendments and directives to 
form the Circular Economy Package.

National, regional and local governments and authorities support 
the circular economy through sector policies as well as by setting 
up platforms or funding schemes.

Stakeholders interact and share experiences via the European 
Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform (ECESP). The platform was 
established in 2017 by the European Commission and the 
European Economic and Social Committee to promote the circular 
economy across territories, sectors and themes by gathering 
knowledge and fostering dialogue.





The CE: policy perspective from the EU level
In 2015, the EC presented the Circular Economy Action Plan (1), 
which ‘includes measures that will help stimulate Europe's transition 
towards a circular economy, boost global competitiveness, foster 
sustainable economic growth and generate new jobs’. 

The Plan identifies the priority sectors: plastics, food waste, biomass 
and bio-based products, critical raw material, and construction and 
demolition. 

Furthermore, it includes a comprehensive work programme with a 
detailed time schedule for 54 actions covering the whole cycle: from 
production and consumption to waste management and the market 
for secondary raw materials. 

(1) COM/2015/0614 final of 2 December 2015
Source: EU Environment and Climate Change Policies -
State of play, current and future challenges 

Closing the loop (2015)



…more recently

• The new Circular Economy Action Plan 
(2020) and the new EU Industrial Strategy 
(2020) push towards the transition to 
circularity. 

• A recent resolution by the European 
Parliament stresses that the transition to a 
circular economy is one of the required 
conditions to achieve climate neutrality by 
2050. 

• This is one of the reasons why the European 
Parliament asks the Commission to define 
binding 2030 targets on the reduction of raw 
materials use, as well as on the increase of 
recycled materials in products.



In 2018, the EC adopted a monitoring framework for 
the circular economy, allowing policy makers prioritise
areas requiring further action.



Linkages with SDGs

Many/various definitions…

“A circular economy describes an economic system
that is based on business models which replace the
‘end-of-life’ concept with reducing, alternatively
reusing, recycling and recovering materials in
production/distribution and consumption processes,
thus operating at the micro level (products,
companies, consumers), meso level (eco-industrial
parks) and macro level (city, region, nation and
beyond), with the aim to accomplish sustainable
development, which implies creating environmental
quality, economic prosperity and social equity, to the
benefit of current and future generations” (Kirchherr
et al. 2017)



…consider and contribute to the three dimensions of SD: economic, environmental
and social

CE paradigm includes simultaneously improving environmental quality, economic prosperity and social equity, 
for the benefit of current and future generations…



Economy

Society

Environment



What’s new in the CE?
Looking beyond the current take-make-waste extractive industrial model, a circular
economy aims to redefine growth, focusing on positive society-wide benefits.

It entails gradually decoupling economic activity from the consumption of finite
resources, and designing waste out of the system.

Underpinned by a transition to renewable energy sources, the circular model builds 
economic, natural, and social capital. 

It is based on three principles:

• Design out waste and pollution

• Keep products and materials in use

• Regenerate natural systems

Consideration of 
CE

at design stage

Keep It at a
sustainable
level



Some limitations 
(first part)…

“Our findings indicate that the 
circular economy is most 
frequently depicted as a 
combination of
reduce, reuse and recycle 
activities, whereas it is 
oftentimes not highlighted that 
CE necessitates a systemic shift.

We further find that the 
definitions show few explicit 
linkages of the circular economy 
concept to sustainable
development.”



Any tension? Some limitations (second part)…

The Missing Social Dimension

The three pillars of sustainability (economic, environment 
and social) explicitly include the social dimension, in 
terms of human stakeholders, human well-being, and 
human rights. 

…‘development which meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs’ (WCED 1987, p. 43), should deliver 
some form of equity across and through the generations 
of people who presently, and who will in the future, 
populate our planet…

Equity and social justice can be said to be at the heart of 
the concept of sustainability (Haynes and Murray 2015)…



Any tension? Some limitations (second part)…

The Circular Economy, however, is virtually silent 
on the social dimension, concentrating on the 
redesign of manufacturing and service systems to 
benefit the biosphere.

While ecological renewal and survival, and 
reduction of finite resource use clearly benefits 
humankind, there is no explicit recognition of the 
social aspects inherent in other conceptualisations
of sustainable development. 

It is unclear how the concept of the Circular 
Economy will lead to greater social equality, in 
terms of inter- and intra-generational equity, 
gender, racial and religious equality and other 
diversity, financial equality, or in terms of equality 
of social opportunity… ?!?!





The Italian case study

• The Italian Ministry of Ecological 
Transition (former  Environment) 
played a very active role to 
stimulate an open discussion on 
the circular economy. 

• The European Commission has 
accepted the requests of the 
countries of which Italy is the 
spokesperson.



The EU directives (EU) n. 849-
850-851-852/2018 “Circular 
economy package”– have a 
direct influence in national 
systems, which have to 
implementing these rules. 

Circular Economy Package



A paradigmatic change is needed…

Strategic document: 2017 
“Towards a Model of Circular 
Economy for Italy - Overview 
and Strategic Framework”

“Change of paradigm”



The “National Circular 
Economy Strategy”

 Consultation phase 
launched in September 
2021 was recently 
closed

National level



CE: implementation at the regional level



1. Circular district: the Food Crossing 
District in Emilia Romagna. An 
example of circular production 
chain 

2. Circular city “from local to global”: 
the case of Prato in Tuscany (15 
min)

3. Grass-roots initiatives for circular 
innovation: Repair Cafè, ReTake, 
Sharing mobility



1. The Food Crossing District





An industrial district is an area where a concentration of 
firms has settled down; but, it is not simply a localised
industry, as Marshall clarifies well, especially in his Principles of 
Economics… (Marshall, 1920, p. 268).

A Marshallian Industrial District is normally considered a 
clustering of firms in a similar industry operating from a 
certain geographic area. 
Being close to many other firms in the same industry allows a 
number of benefits, the so-called benefits of agglomeration or
Marshallian atmospheric externalities.

A circular district – in the Italian context - can be seen as an 
“evolution” of the industrial district in which the cooperation 
between firms include the “waste” of a firm as “input/raw 
material” for another… through a process of Industrial 
Symbiosis (IS).

Industrial Symbiosis (IS), through transfer and sharing of 
resources among companies, can help mitigate environmental 
losses and enhance resource efficiency. 





• The agro-food sector is responsible for the production of 
considerable amounts of by-products and waste (and land/water/air 
pollution), consequently of negative environmental impacts and 
inefficient economic management. 

• Industrial Symbiosis (IS), through transfer and sharing of “waste” 
and other “materials/resources” among companies mitigates 
environmental losses and enhances resource efficiency. 

• The Food Crossıng District project aims to detect IS paths within 
the agro-food sector, which can be replicable in the Emilia-Romagna 
region and at national level. 

• The Interdepartmental Centre for Industrial Agrofood Research and 
the ENEA Laboratory for the Environment are working together 
exploiting their specific expertise and involving agro-food 
companies. 

• The method adopted to foster IS consists of: 
i) contacting companies to involve in IS paths; 
ii) mapping companies of the territory for viable solutions; 
iii) developing operative manuals for selected IS paths; 
iv) updating and improving the IS platform for data elaboration.

The found synergies boost the territory transition to circular economy! 



Mapping excersice…



Geolocalization & network analysis



OUTPUT



2. Prato: a model of a circular city



The city of Prato is well-known for its textile industry. The city’s textile district is considered one of 
the largest industrial districts in Italy and about 7,000 companies in the city are active in textiles and 
fashion. 
Around 2016, the municipality recognised that the local industry’s culture of reusing textile scrap and 
wool provided a strong starting point for a new circular economy strategy.





https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eT5eYW-2wtA

Prato proves that 
transitioning to circular 
economy is not just about 
saving and reusing 
recourses.

It is about identifying and 
implementing INNOVATIVE 
WAYS to make, use, reuse 
and recover materials, 
products, and energy and 
thereby reduce our impact 
on the environment.

On top of that…



EU network of cities for the CE



URGE _ circUlaR buildinG citiEs

This is a project that develops 
integrated urban policies on 
circularity in the construction 
sector.

Bear in mind that 40% of 
municipal solid waste comes 
from construction and 
demolition and only 20-30% of 
it is recycled or reused. Often 
this does not happen due to 
poor design and lack of 
information on the contents of 
buildings.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xs-AI9DV-r4

• Thanks to the URGE project, the municipality of Prato is developing a tool to 
measure the environmental and economic impact linked to the demolition of 
buildings by mapping and tracing the flow of materials.

• The goal is to encourage circularity in the construction sector to limit the 
consumption of global resources (in the last 40 years the global use of materials 
has almost tripled, from 26.7 billion tons in 1970 to 84.4 billion tons in 2015. 
Forecasts estimate that this data will double by 2050, as highlighted by the World 
Economic Forum's White Paper on circular economy)

• By 2025, 1 billion homes worldwide will be needed, 75% of which will be 
residential and 25% commercial. Meeting this demand through current "linear 
constructions" and housing practices will require an investment of approximately 9-
11 billion dollars in total and will have significant environmental impacts, such as 
those deriving from the extraction of inert materials that are felt locally and 
globally.





A plethora of start-ups and new
ventures, small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) and small
informal initiatives all beginning to
actively engaged in CE inspired
innovations and business models,
the challenge for all these
organizations is common.

Repair Cafès are blooming all over
the world.
Their activity is about repairing,
reusing, up-cycling goods…



Similarly, initiatives like the “Retake”
groups in Rome (another grassroots
initiative)
The project collected and recycled
shoes to create… playground areas
for kids!
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Mail, skype… 

get in touch if required

Dr. Venere S. Sanna
venere.sanna@uniroma1.it
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