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CIRCLE Policy Brief #5: Research-business
collaboration in the AFA* sectors

* Agriculture, forestry, and 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.

While fruitful business-science collabo-
rations tend to emerge within respective
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scientific disciplines to facilitate further
development of business operations,
however, existing practices indicate that
these arrangements are limited in terms of
entrepreneurs’ choices which scientific
findings would and would not be
implemented in their business. The CIRCLE
shows the need for extension of
collaboration networks between business
and scientists, especially in the social
sciences the value of which knowledge is
less likely to be recognised by business.
Funding agencies are advised to expand
support to collaboration practices which
have found to be the most effective to extend
existing entrepreneurs’ knowledge on value
would be added to their existing products
and social dimensions of valorisation of
sustainable business solutions.



Background/context

Business and science have an interest in
mutual collaboration based on their own
specific rational considerations. The
discoveries of scientists contribute to the
development and modernization  of
technology and thus to the expansion of
businesses. On the other hand, the
challenges faced by business give scholars
new impulses for future research.
Recognising the potential for cross-
fertilisation, in a modern world where
business and academic research have
developed their own rigid and distant
structures, it makes sense to deliberately
foster collaboration between the two fields.

Findings

The results of CIRCLE project show that
research-business networks in AFA sectors
differ in terms of (1) science fields engaged
and (2) level of institutionalisation of these
networks. Various forms discovered in our
research. Their main, not exclusively
covered, distinction is shown in the Figure
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below. The left panel there describes social
science and business collaboration
polarities, while the right panel — polarities of
natural science and business collaboration.
The top row provides examples of highly
institutionalized business collaboration, but
bottom row - examples of vague/ weak
collaboration networks.

Sustained cooperation networks are formed
over a long period of time, usually between
companies and scholars relevant to their
industry. In AFA sector, the natural
collaboration emerges between businesses
(including large-scale farms) and some sub-
fields of natural sciences such as chemistry,
environmental science, or agricultural
production. Withing these collaboration
networks, entrepreneurs acknowledge their
direct benefits such as the development of
certain new products or technological
solutions, analysis of opportunities for
improving their productivity. Some large
companies have also created their own
internal laboratories focused on finding
solutions to the specific company’s needs.
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Meanwhile, small- and medium-scale farms
often collect various ideas for future use of
byproducts when receiving advisory
services, participating in continuous
educational and training programmes in
their field, international exhibitions, and
trade events. These are sources of
information that allow to accumulate
knowledge within longer time and use that
knowledge when entrepreneur feels ready
for advancing. Besides framework given
above, there are scientific findings and ideas
which have not attracted attention of
businesses.

As the CIRCLE project show the reasoning
behind is diverse and could be extracted into
two overarching groups, as follows: (1) lack
of ties between highly advanced public
research institutes and businesses; and (2)
lack the respective knowledge among
entrepreneurs to be able to interpret in what
way the discovery presented by the
scientists could be useful and implemented
in their production activities. Here, although
various support mechanisms exist in
countries to translate scientists’ cutting-
edge research results into specific new
products or improvements to existing
production processes, they provide
restricted funding amount or support is
limited in time perspective. As the result, it
does not allow establishing as many
scientist-business cooperation groups as
could potentially be relevant for valorisation
and translation of scientific findings into
specific business practices and production
operations.

In contrast to the natural sciences, whose
contribution to the development of
companies in the AFA sector is obvious,
weaker cooperation ties exist between
businesses and social scientists. Entre-
preneurs, at the first steps of arranging
collaboration agreements, do not see what
tangible results such cooperation can bring
to their business. There is lack of awareness
that implementing sustainable solutions in
practice requires awareness of the role of
society’s values and the values assigned to

certain phenomena when choosing to
develop or use some sustainable solutions
normally brought into attention by social
sciences.

Consider expanding national public
finance support programmes for circular
business companies. As existing support
mechanisms for the commercialization of
scientific results provide insufficient amount
of funding and commercial banks are
conservative to grant loans for the
commercial  development of  highly
innovative products, the availability of public
funding is an indirect support tool for
promoting science-to-business
collaboration. The availability of funding can
increase the interest of entrepreneursin new
technological solutions.

To facilitate interdisciplinary collabo-
ration between researchers in different
fields. Enhancing introduction and
expanding of various circular practices
needs to bring together knowledge of various
fields such as technological solutions and
comprehension of readiness of the society
to accept and applied them.

Maintain and expand research grants
where business representatives are
included as full partners with their share
of funding and includes both entre-
preneurs and scientists representing the
humanities and social scientists. The
increase of use of the results of academic
research in practice occurs simultaneously
with the expansion of the knowledge and
practical involvement of businesses. The
research grants that involve businesses are
seen as instruments to enhancing share of
relevant knowledge, especially, on issues
which are dealt by social sciences.



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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Baltic Research Programme of European Economic Area Grants. Project No.
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