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CIRCLE Policy Brief #3: Policy makers 
 

________________________________________________________ 

Executive Summary 

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. 

Governments need to recognize their 
important role as a catalyst and facilitator in 
the process of increased circularity in the 
economy. This process can be described as 

closing the ‘circularity gap’. Policy makers 
should opt for more dedicated use of 
specifically adapted policy instruments as 
part of their role as facilitator, like taxes and 
subsidies, and regulation of sectors and 
industries. Examples on the financial side 
could be VAT exemption for providers of 
circular products and services, investment 
support, or special investment programs for 
circular start-ups and circular business 
initiatives to mitigate risk often involved in 
entrepreneurial activity. Governments 
should further legislate regulations that for 
instance penalise waste-generating activity 
or ban destruction or disposal of usable 
goods, for instance food. In CIRCLE we 
would also highlight the importance of long-
term policy focus, and public-private 
partnerships that commit important 
stakeholders and policy makers to strive for 
more efficient and sustainable use and reuse 
of (bio)resources.  
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Background/context 

Circular activity, including start-ups, 
introduction of circular principles in 
established companies or industries, as well 
as consumer perceptions and actions, is 
affected by regulations and public policies. 
In the CIRCLE project, all governments to 
some extent, have formulated goals and 
ambitions related to the future of 
bioresource efficiency. Moreover, integration 
of measures implementing UN sustainability 
goals (UN SDG) is becoming more frequent, 
and part of policy making across sectors. 
However, there is a need to recognize the 
important role public policies can play also 
in the process towards increased circularity 
in the economy. Governments are important 
for facilitating a transition to increased 
circularity, and public measures can be a 
catalyst for change. But for that to happen, 
governments need to apply policy measures 
more actively. 

 

Findings 

In the CIRCLE project we have identified a 
need to step up the political focus on 
increased circularity in the economy through 
broad agreements in public papers and 
plans, similar to the European Circular 
Economy Action Plan for instance. More 
predictable public policies would send a 
signal to both entrepreneurs in the field as 
well as financial actors, the R&D-
environment, and consumer groups. Policies 

ought to be aligned with EU ambitions. Many 
enterprises and stakeholders depend both 
on the national government and the EU 
political institutions, as most innovations 
within sustainability come from 
supranational European regulations. More 
guarantees, stability of the regulatory 
framework, and long-term policy 
commitments would allow companies to 
invest in circularity. At the institutional level, 
there are issues with developing effective 
and clear criteria for the optimal allocation of 
funds. There is a notable lack of knowledge 
and expertise both in the government and 
companies in this area, leading to confusion 
and inability to access funding. 

Based on stakeholder interviews, consumer 
and scenario workshops, and in-depth case 
studies of circular businesses, the CIRCLE 
project show that consumers generally are 
positive to circular solutions like reuse and 
recycling, while the private business sector 
is full of ideas, start-up candidates, and up-
and-running enterprises. However, many 
innovators and enterprises could benefit 
from support measures that help reduce the 
risk often involved in start-up activity and 
creating new markets. Risk-reducing 
measures could also make private financial 
actors such as commercial banks more 
positive to invest. NGOs and other advocacy 
groups, including the private sector, should 
coordinate their agendas and agree on 
priorities. Only presenting clear and 
coherent proposals to policymakers will put 
the necessary pressure on the government to 
act. This is particularly important during 
elections. 
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“(t)he more we sort, the more we process waste, the higher the cost will be. It is 
important to ensure that these costs are not transferred to consumers, as this would 
hamper the demand.”  
(Stakeholder-statement at scenario workshop, Lithuania, explaining why it is important 
with support for circular solutions via public policy). 

 

 

Key recommendations 

Stronger use of legal and financial policy 
instruments like taxation, subsidies, and 
investment-support to increase circular 
activity and initiatives. This can for instance 
help start-ups that struggle to become 
financially stable, increase affordability of 
circular products for consumers, encourage 
more sustainable and efficient use of 
bioresources, punish unwanted effects like 
waste generation, put a ban on products that 
cannot be repaired or serviced, and so forth. 
it will also help reduce financial risk for 
innovators seeking to implement circular 
solutions that are often novel to a field or 
value chain. 

Establish policies and long-term policy 
commitments to increase stability and 
reduce risk which is a major barrier against 
increased circularity in the economy. Policy-
focus should be cross-sectoral to overcome 
the tendency of siloing in public 
policymaking, acting as a barrier towards 
broader changes. 

Initiate public-private partnerships which 
include actors and stakeholders that are 
positive and willing to invest time, 
competence, and effort in a circular future. 
Increased predictability and public support 
mechanisms for enterprises can help reduce 
risk, which make it easier to secure private 
funding or investments from e.g. commercial 
banks.  

Increase the use of public procurement as 
a catalyst for increased circular activity on 

all levels. This can help create new markets 
for circular business initiatives that struggle 
to commercialise their products, which is 
important in an early phase of a transition 
process. It will also send a signal to providers 
of goods and services, regarding public 
demand and interest in circular solutions. 

Implement metrics that make it easier to 
monitor goal achievement and improve 
mapping of bioresources including the flow 
of waste and bioresources. In many 
countries, there is currently a general lack of 
metrics for assessing circularity, and the 
volume and type of bioresources that might 
be redefined as resources instead of 
residuals and waste. Another result of poor 
metrics is that circularity is reduced to 
improving waste management, which while 
important, falls short of addressing the 
complexity of what the circular economy 
stands for. 

Initiate and fund infrastructure necessary 
for a transition towards increased 
circularity in the economy, based on the 
same principles as funding roads, rail, public 
buildings, etc. Improved and suitable public 
infrastructure is crucial for continued 
support for sorting, reuse, and recycling, and 
is an enabler for collection and treatment of 
residues from the AFA (agriculture, forestry, 
and aquaculture) sectors.  
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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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