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Dear colleagues,  

In prelude to the EEAC Annual Conference in Berlin, members of the EEAC Working Group on a Circular 

Economy gathered to discuss the relationship between the transition to a circular economy and other 

major transitions. After setting the scene, the session continued with the presentation of two concrete 

cases: (i) the circular economy transition in relation to the transition in the mobility and transport sector 

and (ii) the circular economy transition in relation to the food production and consumption transition. 

Through this letter, I share a mainline summary of the matters discussed during the working group session 

in Berlin.  

Setting the scene  

The ambition to achieve a sustainable society by 2030 requires transitions in several domains. For 

example, changes are needed in the way we produce and consume basic resources such as food, mobility, 

energy and housing. Policies to enhance these transitions are shaped under fundamental uncertainties 

and cover various required transitions simultaneously. Some of these transitions are mutually reinforcing, 

but they may also conflict. Especially in the latter case, policy makers are facing fundamental choices 

regarding prioritization, searches for possibilities of issue linking, and the generation of support in the 

presence of conflicting interests of involved stakeholders. 

During the working group gathering colleagues from different advisory bodies explored the complexities 

that arise when different transitions start to interact and discussed possible policy responses that are to 

be developed.  



The circular economy in relation to the transition in the mobility and transport sector  

Germany committed itself – as the other EU Member States – to the Paris Agreement. Consequently, the 

German government aims to reduce Green House Gas Emissions (GHG Emissions) by 80% to 96% in 2050, 

compared to emission levels in 1990. These reduction figures require contributions from various sectors, 

including the mobility and transport sector. However, anno 2018 both sectors are one of few that do not 

demonstrate any GHG-Emission reduction so far.  

If Germany (and other EU member states) wish to obtain the GHG Emission reduction targets set for 2050, 

a transition towards a mobility and transport sector that has (net) zero emissions is much needed. In the 

light of that task, the German Advisory Council on the Environment (SRU) presented a variety of 

technologies that can reduce GHG Emissions from these sectors. While these technologies have the 

potential to contribute to emission reduction there is a flipside to the coin.  

First of all, these technologies require significant input of primary raw materials. Most of these raw 

materials need to be extracted. Extraction is oftentimes associated with harmful emissions to water, soil 

and air, deposits of (possibly toxic) mining waste, land use issues, deforestation, biodiversity loss and 

negative social and health implications for the communities involved.  

Second, a substantive number of primary raw materials can only be extracted in a limited number of 

countries that are all outside the EU. High demand and a modest number of countries (companies) that 

regulate supply levels might lead to geopolitical tensions and negative interdependencies. Having to 

import high volumes of scarce primary raw materials might therefore leave the EU vulnerable.   

To ensure a reduction of negative spin-offs from transformations in the mobility and transport sector 

(resource extraction and possible geopolitical disadvantages for the EU), a transition towards a circular 

economy model is considered favorable. The introduction of a circular approach not only will reduce the 

negative impact of waste treatment such as soil and air pollution, but foremost it is expected to enhance 

a long-term sustainable supply of primary raw materials for future generations.  

The following figure shows well how avoidance, shifting and efficiency improvements together with the 

introduction of a circular economy model could lower primary raw material demand.  

  



 

 

Although the introduction of a circular economy seems favorable in the long term, there are remaining 

barriers that (for now) hinder this transition. Low prices of primary raw materials (due to lack of 

internalization of environmental costs) slow down the possibilities to use the circular economy as a lever 

for the transition in the mobility and transport sector. Furthermore, challenges remain even if primary 

raw material prices rise. Practical matters such as organizing separation and sorting of components and 

materials (especially when it comes to composite materials necessary to produce lightweight car bodies) 

will remain challenging. In addition, major changes need to be introduced in the design processes, taking 

recyclability of components already into account on the drawing board. This issue is, however, still only 

modestly developed.  

In an attempt to overcome these challenges the German Advisory Council on the Environment presented 

several measures and instruments. For example, good environmental and social standards need to be 

developed when it comes to primary raw material extraction. This will require coherent policies that will 

balance social, economic and environmental needs. Furthermore, bilateral as well as global agreements 

should be negotiated to enhance certification mechanisms, to ensure that sustainability is fully 

incorporated and to improve transparency when it comes to primary raw material extraction.  

In addition, a so called ‘circular economy pass’ should be developed for the processes following primary 

raw material extraction. This ‘pass’ should enhance the creation of a high-quality material cycle. To ensure 

such a cycle, EU directives should be developed that include requirements of products, such as recycling 

quality targets. Moreover, disassembly, separation, recycling and disposal instructions should be well 

developed and an economy-wide inventory of secondary raw materials should all together enhance the 

establishment of a recycling and remanufacturing infrastructure.  

The circular economy in relation to the transition in food production and consumption 

As is the case with the transition in the mobility and transport sector, opportunities and challenges also 

arise when looking into the relationship between circularity and food production and consumption.  



The inefficient use of resources (materials, water and energy) during the process of production and 

transformation of food, the environmental footprint associated with these processes, and the financial 

loss for consumers and the economy are just three examples of a sub-optimal food production system. 

Although there is a need to maintain production capacity to ensure sufficient and sustainable produced 

food, this is only possible when more sustainable production methods will be used and resilience to global 

change is strengthened. Consequently, a transition is needed in the way we produce food.  

The same goes for food consumption. Here, healthier diets, the access to food which is of sufficient quality 

and quantity and reduction of food waste need attention. When focusing on food waste, the need for 

change is apparent. Worldwide a third of all produced food is wasted (1.3 billion tons/year), while in 

Europe this percentage is estimated at 20 % (173 kg per person/year).  

The European Commission made food waste reduction an integral part of its circular economy strategy. 

The Commission wishes to battle food waste by introducing a variety of measures, including the 

introduction of liable methods to measure food waste, raising awareness and by changing legislation in 

those areas where food waste can result from the way EU legislation is interpreted or implemented. All in 

all, these measures should lead to a reduction of food waste along the whole value chain.  

Although the implementation of the EU’s circular economy strategy can benefit the transition in food 

production and consumption, there are also tensions between the two transitions. One of the more 

concrete examples comes from the role of plastics in enhancing the food production and consumption 

transition. According to manufactures, one of the main solutions to battle food waste is to increase plastic 

packaging. Packaging saves food and resources and battles food waste while increasing food safety, the 

industry argues. Critics argue, however, that plastic packaging is failing to solve Europe’s food shelf-life 

and that it rather allows the market to offer smaller food portions, while simultaneously leading to an 

increase of plastic waste.  

When assessing these opposite claims it seems that more information is needed to clarify which 

circumstances make plastic packaging an ally to reduce food waste and which ones do not. For now it 

seems that the use of single-use plastic packaging rather underpins convenience and that the reduction 

of (single-use) plastic packaging while prevent food waste needs a systemic change in our food system.  

To conclude  

The workshop delivered two inspiring examples that showed that transitions can be both mutually 

reinforcing as well as conflicting. Simultaneously, it seems that fundamental uncertainties remain. How 

will transformations further develop and what might that bring us?  

When dealing with strategic middle and long term challenges, as advisory councils do, there seems a need 

to further prepare for forthcoming questions that arise from mutually reinforcing and conflicting 

transitions. The major transitions we will experience over the next decades will for sure pose fundamental 

choices regarding prioritization, require smart issue linking solutions and will challenge institutions and 

societies to find common grounds and to generate support in the presence of conflicting stakeholder 

interests. Consequently, the working group will consider the need of further refinement of the agenda 

ahead, in which the challenges for the promotion of the circular economy will remain to be central. 

I wish to thank the colleagues of the German Advisory Council on the Environment and the Technical 

University Berlin for their outstanding hospitality. Furthermore, I would like to extend special gratitude to 



the experts who shared their insights with us and the colleagues of the EEAC member councils for their 

contributions during the session. 

 

Nicole van Buren 

Chair of the EEAC Working Group on a Circular Economy  

 


