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CIRCLE Policy Brief #2: Circular businesses in the

AFA* sectors

* Agriculture, forestry, aquaculture

The transition from a linear to a circular
economy is a complex process and requires
the involvement of policy makers and
stakeholders in agriculture, forestry, and
aquaculture (AFA). Food, water, and
nutrients are among the core foci of the
European Circular Economy Action Plan
(European Commission, 2020). The Action
Plan underlines the necessity of a broader,
cross-sectoral understanding linking
bioresource flow in the AFA sectors to
promote increased circularity in the
economy. Hence it is important to promote
loop-closing practices and business models
organised around circular resource use in
value chains, which are embedded in
supportive collaborative arrangements and
policy frameworks at both regional and
national levels.
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Policy makers should fund projects and
initiatives that bring together supply chain
actors sharing the interest in dealing with
bioresource byproducts and residues.
Research results from the CIRCLE project
show that many feasible and innovative
solutions come from networks and
collaboration between actors across
disciplines and industries, and upstream as
well as downstream the value chain.
Governments and policy makers therefore
ought to promote networking and
collaboration. For business-owners, a strong
advice is to apply knowledge on circularity
and use closed bioresource loops to improve
enterprise and business resilience and
resource efficiency. In a world affected
negatively by conflict and crisis, such as the
Covid-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine,
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implementing circular solutions can help
mitigate threats and market failure. If, and
when access to ‘fresh’ raw materials might
be more difficult, and the prices increase,
efficient utilization of bioresources, such as
side-streams and waste-streams, becomes
imperative.

The evidence gathered in the CIRCLE project
allows us to suggest some practical
interventions that would facilitate the uptake
of circular business practices and ensure
that the practices adapted improve the
environmental performance of enterprises.

Policy makers:

1. Award project funding to partnerships
bringing together supply chain actors
(upstream and downstream) sharing the
interest in establishing novel means to deal
with bioresource byproducts and residues.

The CIRCLE evidence illustrates that the best
solutions emerge in networks bringing
together groups of actors operating in supply
chains and sharing the same goals. These
networks allow engaged actors to share risks
and pile up the funds needed to develop
more sophisticated solutions (thus ensuring
that transition is simultaneously taking place
across the supply chain). Thinking about
networks of change rather than individual
enterprises also helps resolve issues related
to stable byproduct flow and might reduce
costs related to penetration of the market.

2. Promote and implement localized
small- or medium-sized solutions that can
be easily tailored to the local streams of bio-
residuals and byproducts.
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Localized solutions can learn from the ever-
growing pile of existing best practices yet, if
the solution is to be environmentally and
economically efficient, it cannot just
replicate the examples available. Instead,
the developed solutions need to understand
the local resources and infrastructure that
the solution can benefit from. This means
that solutions are tailored to the local
resource flows as well as to the local needs.
This would also ensure broader structural
support for circular solutions in local food
systems and local communities. In practice,
this could be introduced by asking
entrepreneurs looking for financial support
to illustrate how their envisioned solutions
link to the local context.

3. Introduce mechanisms allowing to
scrutinize the sustainability performance
of existing projects receiving public
funding.

CIRCLE evidence allows suggesting that the
experience of the projects that have received
public funding is diverse. The decisions
made by the actors who are running these
projects can alter the performance of the
financed projects. To ensure that the
awarded funds keep targeting the original
goals and to focus the awarded funding on
solutions that do work, it is important to
periodically assess the performance of these
activities and ensure, that adjustments are
made in the grants that exclude ineffective
use of the investments. The depth and the
focus of such assessment might differ from
case to case.

4. Develop institutions and infrastructure
that allow transforming streams of
byproducts. Several CIRCLE cases claimed
that a notable challenge forthemisto ensure
a stable flow of input materials. Additional
research is needed to identify
environmentally friendly and efficient ways
to collect and transport bioresource



byproducts and residues to enterprises
working with these materials.

Entrepreneurs:

1. Consider the impacts the attracted
funding/ investors will have on the
environmental performance of the final
circular solution introduced.

The transition to more sustainable
production practices requires investments.
The different sources of funds come with
different expectations towards the
developed solutions. There is a need to
consider the goals of various actors
operating across the supply chains offering
funds and what impacts their expectations
can have on the environmental performance
of the envisioned solutions before making
the decision.

2. Develop partnerships that act together
to close bioresource loops and facilitate
the transition to more sustainable food

systems. The performance of the
production and organizational solutions
supporting environmentally and

economically efficient use of bioresource
byproducts are heavily dependent on the
processes across the supply chain. Even the
best novel solutions might be put at a halt by
broader shifts affecting the surrounding food
system. To avoid this, enterprises should
look for partnerships that work together to
close the bioresource loops.

3. Look for ways to benefit from the unique
know-how linked to the experience of

closing bioresource loops.

The CIRCLE case studies illustrate that
enterprises introducing truly novel solutions
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often struggle to ensure the profitability of
these solutions. However, these enterprises
consider that a part of their business model
is to accumulate unique know-how on best
commercial solutions that can be offered as
a service to enterprises who will engage with
sustainability transition at a later stage.
There might not be interest in these solutions
locallyy, however, a broader global
sustainability transition will eventually
create a market for such insights.

4. Use closed bioresource loops to
improve the resilience of your enterprise.

The last decades have clearly shown how
various sectors working with bioresources
can be threatened by global environmental,
economic, geopolitical and many other
crises. The CIRCLE cases illustrate, that
circular solutions can be one way to improve
the resilience of enterprises and allow
mitigating some of the threats posed by
these crises. Furthermore, the cases
illustrate, that loops that do not aim for
immediate profits can be cheaper to
establish and maintain. Thus, while clearly
there is a need for enterprises to
commercializing the products produced in a
circular way, there is also a need to think
about these solutions in a way, that goes
beyond the immediate profits.



The CIRCLE project

CIRCLE - Promoting collaboration for sustainable and circular use of bioresources across
agriculture, forestry, and aquaculture (AFA) aims to develop an interdisciplinary perspective on
the circular economy in the Baltic-Nordic region by integrating insights from sociology,
economics, philosophy, political science, and environmental science. The emphasis is placed on
the use of by-products (bio-resources) generated as part of primary production in the AFA sectors,
and across the sectoral boundaries to explore the underlying models of socially and commercially
driven collaborations, and the factors facilitating and hindering the development and wider use of
circular practices and collaborative arrangements thereof.

The project has designed a series of 6 policy briefs addressing different areas and target groups
for intervention within the circular bioresource flow in agriculture, forestry, and aquaculture
sectors. The recommendations are based on a comprehensive approach of data collection and
stakeholder engagement in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Norway, as well as Ukraine.
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