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‘As we collectively evolve our understanding of and see more
organisations transitioning to a circular economy, it is right
that this position paper shines a spotlight on how this will
impact lower-income economies. This paper highlights the
issues that need to be thought through as the transition in
high-income countries gathers speed, as well as the actions
required for ensuring that the global transition to a circular
economy is socially just and creates opportunities for
communities in both high- and lower-income countries.’

‘We are living in an interconnected world. To achieve a just
transition globally that leaves no one behind we need to
facilitate dialogues on the social and employment aspects
of the circular economy transition across countries and
regions. This position paper paves the way by asking the right
questions and shows that a brighter vision of the future is
possible with the right actions.’

‘This position paper is pushing the perspective of a global
circular economy by matching environmental goals with social
ambitions. It is visualising the necessity to look at societal and
social impact in a global economy. Scenarios integrating the
relevance of knowledge, skills and working conditions stipulate
further efforts to a just transition of informal and precarious
jobs within an inclusive circular economy: leading to better jobs
and working conditions. By co-creation-based development
processes integrating worker interests, knowledge and
experience this might lead to better workplaces, new jobs and
a human-centric Industry 5.0.’

‘The circular transition is not inevitably ‘just’, inclusive and
egalitarian; deliberate effort is necessary to make it so. This
report recognises the critical issues that must be faced head
on in designing a circular future, and especially the way
our materials streams are negotiated between the affluent
economies that lead on the circular economy discourse and
the rest of the world. Provocative, yes. Such a bold vision
contributes to enacting the circular future that empowers all.’

‘The transition to a circular economy will have global and
local environmental and socioeconomic effects. However,
as little research has been conducted to date in regard to
the worldwide socioeconomic and (in)justice impacts of the
circular economy, the implications and opportunities for
the different countries involved are uncertain. This position
paper raises opportune questions to feed the conversation
on justice in the circular economy. By highlighting the
importance of coordination, cooperation and redistribution,
and the roles of government, the report provides direction to
build a just circular economy for all.’
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E X ECU T I V E
SUMMARY
Decision makers face a choice today.

It is time to build a different vision of the future.

The circular economy will not be socially just
by default. A just transition involves tackling
environmental challenges in a way that promotes
decent jobs and secure livelihoods for all. How
governments, employers and workers jointly decide
to implement circular economy interventions now
will determine outcomes for people in their own
countries as well as in others, largely due to the
interdependence of value chains in our highly
globalised economy. Tackling climate change and
transitioning to a circular economy is not something
a single country can implement alone. Nor can a
circular economy be pursued by any individual
country without corresponding social and economic
impacts in other parts of the world. Our current
understanding of the circular economy fails to
address issues of global social equity due to key
assumptions and oversights related to power, trade
and the role of high-tech solutions. If
 the circular
economy is to become an instrument for achieving a
just and equitable society, we need to acknowledge
its political nature and address power imbalances
between and within countries. Decision makers need
to involve those that will be affected the most by the
transition to the circular economy, namely employers
and workers whose enterprises and jobs are at stake,
through social dialogue within and across borders.

It does not need to be this way. We are at a crossroads:
under the right conditions, a circular economy could
provide opportunities for decent work for all workers,
everywhere. But for workers everywhere to reap these
benefits, we need to build a different vision of the
future—one that does not extend, but rather challenges
the status quo: a circular economy that works for all.
Many pathways are possible and action is needed to
empower and uphold the rights of workers, and shift to
an economy that promotes a (more) equal distribution
of power and wealth across and within countries.
Circular jobs that ensure sustainable livelihoods
everywhere; and culturally appropriate technologies
and social innovations that enable rather than displace
jobs are key drivers. This will only be possible if
international labour standards are respected, if labour
market institutions are strengthened, and if the voices
of employers and workers in all regions are engaged
actively in the transition.

Current approaches to sustainability leave
lower-income countries further behind
The current global second-hand trade is an illustrative
example of how assumptions and oversights of
the current circular economy transition can have
negative impacts. For example, reuse and recycling
efforts in high-income countries largely undermine
the quality of jobs in and the (circular) economies of
lower-income countries—a phenomenon increasingly
referred to as ‘waste colonialism’.

What needs to happen now?
This paper highlights the role of three key levers to
address the oversights and assumptions of prevailing
narratives on the circular economy related to power,
trade and technology: Consider people beyond your
borders; trade responsibly; and exchange know-how
and means. In addressing these, decision makers in
high- and lower-income countries, and multilateral
organisations supporting intergovernmental exchange
and adherence to labour rights and standards, can
design circular economy interventions that are fair
and just for all. In doing so, not only can the circular
economy transition be more effective in achieving its
environmental goals, it can avoid contributing to social
instability associated with change that presents risks to
businesses and their supply chains, and address threats
to the livelihoods facing citizens in all parts of the world.
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1. INTRODUCTION
In a circular economy, waste and pollution are
designed out, products and materials are kept in
use for as long as possible at their highest value and
natural systems are regenerated.1 Beyond resource
efficiency, the circular economy is also increasingly
recognised for its transformative potential to reduce
our ecological footprint, and as a way to achieve
nationally determined contributions (NDCs) to cut
greenhouse gas emissions, and the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). 2 If managed well, adopting
circular economy practices could radically change the
way we live and work, from improving the quality of
work and fostering social inclusion to tackling climate
breakdown, resource scarcity and biodiversity loss.
Ultimately, it is a framework that can be used alongside
others to help build a world where functioning social

However, the focus has arguably been mostly placed
on approaches to the circular economy that maximise
benefits within their own borders. Only more recently
have high-income countries, for example, started to
consider the impacts of their circular economy policies
and practices on the rest of the world.However, the
focus has arguably been mostly placed on approaches
to the circular economy that maximise benefits within
their own borders. Only more recently have highincome countries, for example, started to consider
the impacts of their circular economy policies and
practices on the rest of the world.

systems fall within healthy planetary boundaries—an
ecologically safe and socially just space for all. 3, 4

for, how they impact the rest of the world, running the
risk of creating and perpetuating risks for workers in
low-income countries. This ultimately undermines the
global transition to a circular economy. The export or
dumping of unwanted goods, waste and emissions, for
example, or abrupt changes to the rules of trade to ban
imports of primary materials, affect workers on the
ground, and the livelihoods of communities that rely
on this trade. As a result, those already most impacted
by the adverse impacts of climate breakdown,
who are bearing the brunt of today’s socially and
environmentally harmful production practices,
would mostly stand to lose out under current circular
economy policies. 5

The circular economy is nature’s equivalent
of ‘living within your means.’ Just like living
beyond one’s economic means can be
risky, living beyond the means of the planet
threatens how safely it can function. The
circular economy is an approach for living
within the means of the planet while still
providing for the global population. It does
this by putting forward strategies that can
be used to fulfil society’s needs with fewer
materials and emissions.

As stakeholders embrace the circular economy,
however, there is an increasing risk that those most
likely to reap its benefits may be the same actors that
already (disproportionately) benefit from the current
linear model. Political and economic incumbents
today, as well as high-income countries and the
companies that are headquartered in them, have
a clear advantage due to their influence on global
value chains: they determine where different stages
in the production and consumption of materials and
products of value take place, and set the rules of trade.
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Most regional or national approaches that focus on
maximising benefits for local economies in highincome regions fail to consider, and take responsibility

Decision makers face a choice today. The circular
economy will not be just by default. How governments
and employers decide to implement circular economy
interventions now will determine outcomes for people
in their own countries as well as in others, largely due
to the interdependence of value chains in our highly
globalised economy.
This position paper explores how circular economy
interventions can be designed and implemented to
reach environmental goals while meeting social needs.
This means not only minimising negative outcomes on
those most affected by the linear economy, but also
distributing wealth, reimagining partnerships between
lower- and higher-income countries, contributing to
the SDGs and effectively working towards positive
outcomes for workers everywhere.

•

Chapter two dives into the current state of things,
detailing the assumptions and oversights that underlie
circular economy thinking today and highlighting the
importance of taking corrective action to ensure the
adoption of circular economy practices is just and
inclusive for a just transition for all.

•

Chapter three paints a picture of the worst case
scenario: what would happen if no action was taken
and the interests of lower-income countries were not
taken into account when implementing circular economy
interventions?

•

Chapter four flips the picture and paints a positive vision
of what an inclusive, global circular economy could look
like—and outlines the enabling conditions that need to
be in place for this to happen.

•

Chapter five outlines the actions that governments
and multilateral organisations now need to take to
support such a global circular economy that matches
environmental goals with social ambitions.
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LEVELLING THE PLAYING FIELD: CLASSIFYING
COUNTRIES BY RESPONSIBILITIES AND NEEDS
Countries have different responsibilities and needs

What about inequities within countries?

To highlight transition pathways to a circular economy
on a global scale, we refer to countries based on their
ability to meet their populations’ basic human needs.6
We use the terms high-income countries (for example,
the Netherlands, Singapore, Canada) and lower-income
countries (for example, Uganda, Pakistan, Bolivia) as
shorthand to distinguish between different sets of
global players.

This paper aims to illustrate the inequities that current
circular economy policies in high-income countries
may exacerbate between countries. Inequities within
countries are also equally important to acknowledge,
as workers in precarious, low paid or informal
employment in high- and middle-income countries—
such as textile labourers in East Midlands in the UK 7,
service workers in Egypt 8 or refugees sorting waste
in Istanbul, Turkey 9 —will also be impacted by the
transition to a circular economy. While these are
not the focus of this paper, they should be similarly
considered in future policy.

This paper explores how high-income countries
can effectively transition from a linear to a circular
economy and take responsibility for the impacts of
their consumption and waste—without limiting the
social development of lower-income countries. We
also address the actions that lower-income countries
can take to support a transition to decent work that
enhances welfare in a circular economy, highlighting
the support they will need from those responsible for
the social and environmental costs they have incurred
and will continue to incur in the future.
What about middle-income countries?
Middle-income countries, (for example, Brazil
and Turkey), do not share the same historical
responsibility for the impacts of their consumption
and waste as their high-income counterparts—but
some are industrialising rapidly to accommodate a
growing middle class and expanding populations,
expanding their environmental and social footprint
alongside their incomes and global influence. As such,
middle-income countries also need to consider the
environmental and social impacts of their development
journey on lower-income countries, just as their
wealthier counterparts.
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Just transition for all
A Just Transition involves maximising the social and
economic opportunities of climate action, while
minimising and carefully managing any challenges –
including through effective social dialogue among
all groups impacted, and respect for fundamental
labour principles and rights. Therefore, just transition
plans refer to actions that governments and social
partners must take to ensure that no one is left behind
by any changes to economies that may arise for
decarbonisation, so that both workers and employers
are able to reap the benefits of the transition to
environmental sustainability and more circular
economies. This goes hand in hand with the creation
of decent jobs in accordance with nationally defined
development priorities.
The International Labour Organisation’s
(ILO) guidelines for a just transition towards
environmentally sustainable economies and societies
for all, were created in 2015 to support governments,
workers’ and employers’ organisations in their policy
planning, including in the implementation of the
NDCs. The guidelines are split into nine policy areas;
macroeconomic and growth policies; industrial
and sectoral policies; enterprise policies, skills
development; occupational safety and health, social
protection; active labour market policies; rights; social
dialogue and tripartism.10, 11

VISUAL
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2. THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY WILL NOT BE
JUST BY DEFAULT
This chapter introduces the urgent need for local,
national and multilateral decision makers to
proactively consider the global, social implications of
environmental policies and to take corrective action
to better reflect them in policymaking and governance
mechanisms. To do so, we highlight three assumptions
and oversights that currently underpin dominant
understandings of the circular economy specifically,
and illustrate how these fail to address issues of global
social equity, using examples from the trade of nonvirgin, secondary materials (‘secondary trade’) and its
impact on lower-income countries today. We pay special
attention to skills and opportunities for inclusive,
decent jobs that secure fair incomes and empower the
poor and marginalised.
Today’s understanding of the circular economy fails
to address issues of social equity between nations
Dominant narratives today paint a picture of a
circular economy that decouples economic growth
from ecological constraints, but does not explicitly
address social justice on a global level.12, 13, 14 This vision
leaves too much room for social inequities to persist,
particularly when it comes to ensuring inclusive, decent
jobs for all. A number of assumptions and oversights
about the present day situation underpin these
narratives, which broadly relate to issues of governance
and power, international trade and cooperation, and
technology. We expand on these below.

G OV ER N A N CE A ND P OWER
Assumption one: High-income countries and players
such as multinational corporations in global value
chains will continue to hold positions of power.
Dominant circular economy narratives today continue
to place high-income countries and players in the
positions of power they have historically held.15 These
narratives do not explicitly challenge the imperative
of growth or address current power structures or
issues of wealth (re)distribution across countries.
As such, they paint a vision of a new economy that
extends rather than challenges the status quo.
This is the case for many European governments’
policies, multinational corporate strategies and
leading international organisations’ documents.16
For example, while plans in the EU increasingly talk
about just transition principles and look at jobs and
other social dimensions,17 such plans are largely
inward-looking and appear to absolve themselves
of the global implications of these policies. Efforts
to meet well-intentioned higher recycling targets
in the United States, for example, have resulted in
increased shipments of plastic waste to Latin American
countries, such as Ecuador, that lack the infrastructure
to effectively recycle such waste.18 Global regulations
and multilateral treaties like The Basel Convention
are needed to ensure ethical, consent-driven,
transboundary management of waste.
In neglecting the global, social and environmental
dimensions of the circular economy and the voices
of employers and workers, the powerful actors
that control global value chains today fail to take
responsibility for the negative consequences their
activities have on marginalised groups. Indeed, to
build on the status quo is to build on a longstanding
tradition of exploitative labour practices and of
governance—from the unequal distribution of wealth
and gender inequalities amongst workers to the
lack of fair wages and social protection.19 Without
the participation of labour market institutions, and
employers and workers’ organisations we will not be
able to create better opportunities for decent work and
we risk recycling the inequalities of the linear economy.
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IN T ER N AT I O N A L T R A D E A ND CO O PER AT I O N

T ECHN O LO GY A ND K N OW-H OW

Assumption two: Shifting to a circular economy
will have significant implications for trade that will
disproportionately affect lower-income countries.

Assumption three: The circular economy transition
will go hand in hand with an increased reliance on
high-tech solutions that high-income countries will
have greater access to and ownership over.

The transition to a circular economy is expected to
be driven by a reduction in demand for wholly new
products and raw materials. This, in turn, is expected
to significantly impact the quality and quantity of the
global trade of primary materials, especially as rates of
reuse, repair and high-value recycling increase. 20, 21, 22
How this will impact the secondary trade is unclear.
Depending on how countries work together to
implement transnational circular interventions, (for
example, repair, refurbishment and recycling) and the
trade agreements of the future, the activities could
occur closer to the original point of production or to
the point of first consumption. Reducing this distance
would significantly alter the management of waste
and secondary materials flow between countries and,
crucially, where investments are made and how jobs
are distributed. 23
Regardless, lower-income countries currently stand to
lose more. Workers in extractive and manufacturing
industries, for example, are predominantly located
in lower-income countries, which depend highly on
the export of extracted materials. 24 The processing of
imported waste also supports millions of workers in
lower-income markets—over 2 million in the Kenyan
second-hand trade of clothing alone. 25 If high-income
countries were to abruptly halt the import of extracted
materials or the exports of secondary materials for
local reprocessing—and fail to consider lower-income
countries’ interest in their circular economy plans—this
could have far-reaching negative effects on lowerincome countries’ economies and workers, including
loss of jobs and lowering working conditions where
extractive activities do remain. We further expand on
this reasoning in Chapter four.

Current circular economy narratives are largely
predicated on technological innovation as a solution
to environmental problems. These narratives tend
to prioritise highly technical solutions, requiring
equipment that is expensive to purchase and maintain,
such as fibre to fibre recycling technology or 3D
printing. 26 In framing their circular economy ambitions,
for example, many European government policies
focus on new technologies, innovations and business
models as avenues to achieve ‘green growth’. 27
Such a reliance on high-tech innovations and
infrastructure could, however, present a number of
issues for lower-income countries. For many lowincome countries, which have limited resources, the
margin of error in choosing appropriate technologies
is extremely narrow. 28 Technologies are appropriate
when they are compatible with local, cultural and
economic conditions, utilise locally available materials
and energy resources, with tools and processes
maintained and operationally controlled by local
populations. 29 If technologies are developed without
their inclusion there is a limited chance that they will
be fit for local use. There is also the risk of locking
in dependency on technological know-how that fails
to valorise local knowledge, materials and skills. 30
Likewise, successful home-grown technologies, such
as M-Pesa or Kabadiwalla Connect, from lowerincome countries should receive due recognition and
opportunities to secure investment. 31
This reliance also presents risks globally. Some
renewable technologies, such as solar panels, place
continuous demand on mined raw materials, which
cannot be met by secondary materials alone. 32 Without
a systems perspective, some technical innovations
can also have many unintended consequences. For
example, biofuels—which were introduced as a
green energy alternative to fossil fuels—have quickly
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impacted global food systems, driving up food prices,
degrading land and placing additional pressure on
water resources. 33 Likewise, some technologies
pose risks particularly related to displacing rather
than augmenting jobs. The 3D printing of textiles,
for example, could lead to unemployment and loss
of income for garment workers in value chains in
Vietnam, Thailand and Bangladesh. 34
Overlooking the social implications of circular
economy strategies undermines development in
lower-income countries
The global second-hand trade illustrates the impact
the circular economy’s assumptions and oversights
are already having today. Reuse and recycling efforts
in high-income countries may largely undermine
the (circular) economies of lower-income countries
today—a phenomenon increasingly referred to as
‘waste colonialism’. 35, 36
Resource trading today is characterised by great
imbalances in power dynamics: global value chains
source cheap raw materials from lower-income
countries for the manufacturing of higher-value
products for wealthier consumers, 37 only to export
low-value waste and products back to lower-income
countries. This is often marketed under the guise of
charitable reuse or recycling schemes, irrespective
of what happens to the materials. In the case of
second-hand clothes, for example, these are often
unsuitable for reuse, 38 while in the case of electronic
waste, valuable fractions are instead retained for
reprocessing in high-income countries. 39
The illicit shipment and dumping of waste and
second-hand goods is rampant.40 Lower-income
countries, especially, routinely receive shipments
of waste they have not consented to; illicit waste
generates US$10–12 billion annually in profits.41 A
combination of low detection, investigation and
prosecution rates and low penalties continue to
allow this illicit trade to thrive.42 Often, these low
quality and/or unwanted materials are openly burnt,
releasing chemical contaminants that can remain
in the environment, causing long-term damage to
exposed communities and ecosystems.43 Even when
shipments are legal, the processing of imported waste
and secondary materials is often tied to poor working
conditions, with many informal waste pickers—
often including child labour—exposed to hazardous
conditions and subsisting on very low incomes.44, 45

12

Imported second-hand goods that do not directly go
to waste have also stifled many local industries in the
past, from traditional, artisanal manufacturing sectors
to local repair sectors.46 The large inflow of cheap
second-hand goods eventually drives out businesses
that can no longer provide competitive prices to local
customers—diminishing local manufacturing capacity
and skills. This also creates a vicious cycle whereby
preference and support for locally made products
decreases as local manufacturers lose—and then
struggle to regain—market share, with products
manufactured abroad perceived to be of higher
quality. This can also result in a diminished sense of
local pride, as consumers contend with wearing ‘hand
me downs’ or ‘dead white man’s clothes’ that can be
preferred to locally produced alternatives. 47

We are at a crossroads

CASE ONE

T E X T I L E WA S T E AT K A N TA M A N TO
MARKET
Around 15 million items of textiles flow through
the Kantamanto Market in Accra, Ghana, every
week, making it one of the largest resale and
upcycling economies in the world. The second-hand clothing, also referred to as ‘dead white
man’s clothes’, provides abundant, cheap, often
unusable and/or low-quality stock, of which 40%
directly end up as waste.48
The market offers job opportunities to over
30,000 people, working six days a week to sell, repair, clean and upcycle the clothing waste. While
underpinning a burgeoning informal sector, local
clothing manufacturers are faced with substantial costs. Unwanted textiles that are burned,
for example, release toxic chemicals into the air
that damage local ecosystems and the health
of people living nearby. Discarded textile waste
otherwise often also ends up blocking waterways
that can increase flood risks for neighbouring
villages, and increase the risk of malaria—as
vectors of the disease thrive on the stagnant
pools that the textile waste creates—resulting in
a higher number of child deaths. These are just
a fraction of the many atrocious consequences
that result from the trade of secondary waste
coming from high-income countries. A transition
to a circular economy will have to be careful to
consider how sustainable actions—which might
advantage high-income countries—might bring a
loss for lower-income countries. To avoid adverse
impacts, a global approach must be taken to
reassess the ethical implications that come with
the trade of secondary materials by specifically
integrating social considerations.49

The circular economy will not be socially just by
default: we need to make it so. If no additional
measures to ensure positive social outcomes are
implemented on a global scale, we can expect tradeoffs between circular economy practices and SDGs—
particularly those that focus on decent work, safe
working environments, sustainable communities and
human health. 50 As Liz Ricketts states in her open
letter to the fashion industry: ‘justice will not be
the inevitable byproduct of take-back programmes,
clothing donations or recycling technology.’ 51 This
message is as relevant to fashion as it is to other
global value chains. What’s more, matching global
environmental goals with social ambitions is also in
high-income countries’ direct interests. Abrupt shifts
could bring fundamental disruption to global value
chains that risk contributing to geopolitical conflicts,
civil unrest and economic crises in lower-income
countries that compromises resilience in supply chains,
and contributes to higher levels of insecurity and
displacement. 52, 53
We now have a choice to make: how stakeholders
decide to implement circular interventions will
determine outcomes for people in their own as well
as in other countries. But what can be done, and who
should lead the way? Governments and multilateral
bodies such as the World Trade Organisation (WTO),
the ILO, UN agencies and development banks have
a crucial role to play in ensuring a just transition to
a global circular economy. 54 Regional and national
decision makers can cooperate to promote circular
practices and policies around the world that benefit
workers and communities everywhere, while
multilateral organisations can act as governance
mechanisms and exchange platforms to regulate
trade, incentivise cooperation, knowledge-sharing
and dialogue, and provide technical assistance to
lower-income countries. 55 And once governments and
companies have laid the groundwork, trade unions
and other social partners will also have a role to play
in facilitating social dialogues and ensuring the circular
economy is just for all. We expand on the role of each
and provide specific recommendations for actions
in Chapter five. But first, the next chapter dives into
the worst case scenario: what would happen if we
continued to fail to take action on building global social
justice into the transition to a circular economy?
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3. WHERE WE ARE HEADING: A CIRCULAR
ECONOMY ROOTED IN LINEAR IDEOLOGY
Today, regional and national approaches to the circular
economy largely focus on maximising benefits for
local communities and fail to consider the impact of
local transitions on those further away. This oversight
threatens global justice and cooperation. Most circular
economy policies driven by actors in high-income
countries—for example in the EU—fail to balance local
and global concerns. This could exacerbate the divide
between high- and lower-income countries and put the
latter at increased risks. 56
This chapter explores what would happen under a worst
case scenario, whereby:
•

Current power dynamics and inequities in global
value chains are exacerbated;

•

A lack of international cooperation and integration of
just principles sees countries primarily maximising
short-term opportunities for themselves, without
consideration for global impacts that ultimately
harm everyone’s interestss;57 and

•

High-income countries continue to encourage the
adoption of high-tech solutions and infrastructure
in circular economy roadmaps and plans—solutions
that are at odds with local priorities or with long-term
social development and environmental protection.

Beyond exacerbating current issues and inequities,
such a scenario could also see a host of unintended
consequences that undermine global efforts to transition
to a circular economy. We expand on both issues below.
Highly efficient and localised circular economies in
high-income countries are built on the export of toxic
and low-value waste to lower-income countries
Designed primarily with high-income countries’ interests
in mind, circular economies could create a host of
opportunities for high-income industries and workers,
further cementing their position of power in resource
trading and global value chains—at the growing expense
of lower-income countries. A shift to circularity for the
apparel industry in the EU, for example, is associated
with 50,000 job opportunities in Europe—matched by an
estimated decline of over 400,000 jobs in value chains
outside the region. 58

A reduction in manufacturing costs through new
technologies—for example, through 3D printing—
could allow companies to ‘reshore’ parts of
production back to high-income countries, and
away from lower-income countries, where they are
predominantly concentrated today. Investing in repair
and recycling activities in high-income countries could
also create more local jobs in resource management
sectors. The services, logistics and ICT sectors in highincome countries could also significantly benefit from
such a shift, as they enable the reverse logistics and
other digital solutions required to make a high-tech
circular economy come to life. 59, 60
To (abruptly) shift both new and secondary
production activities closer to high-income countries,
however, would come at the expense of lower-income
countries. Abruptly halting exports of second-hand
products, for example, could severely undermine
lower-income countries’ informal waste workforce’s
ability to secure income or develop industries off the
back of the waste materials. In the worst case, highincome countries could also meet requirements for
secondary material use in new products by looking
back to lower-income countries as ‘goldmines’ of
raw and secondary materials to be exploited—a
dark reference to the colonial roots of the linear
economy. If this shift in activities were to be coupled
with the continued export of lower value fractions
of goods and waste to lower-income countries, in
the expectation that lower-income countries could
turn such resources into more valuable products,
this could only exacerbate existing issues already
prevalent in secondary trade, as we have seen in
Chapter two.
A lack of coordination will undermine the
global transition to the circular economy in
unpredictable ways
A circular economy will not unfold in a vacuum.
Despite their influence over global value chains and
resources, high-income countries still have to contend
with broader trends—outside of their immediate
sphere of control—that could undermine a globally
coordinated transition to a circular economy, and
present risks for all countries.
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First, the global demand for materials and metals
will likely continue to grow regardless, especially if
rapidly industrialising countries continue to follow
linear development paths.62 Furthermore, energy
transitions depend on high-tech solutions—such as
solar panels, still-to-be developed energy capture
solutions or electric vehicles—that rely on critical or
rare earth metals such as lithium or cobalt. Acquiring
these metals is often associated with perilous working
conditions—yet they are not inherently addressed in
circular economy and net-zero plans.63
Waste importers could also take further action to
protect their own shores. This is already happening
today: some countries have started returning illegal
shipments back to issuing countries,64 while others are
starting to restrict imports of secondary materials—
either through import bans or by raising import tariffs
to progressively phase out secondary material and
product imports. China’s ban on the import of scrap
plastics or the East African Community’s ban on
imported second-hand clothes, for example. While
these bans often intend to protect local workers or
regenerate local industries, abrupt implementation
and a lack of appropriate remedies in high-income
countries can have negative ripple effects both on the
implementing country and its neighbours.65, 66
These trends could be further compounded in
unpredictable ways by the social instability and (mass)
displacements that job shifts and climate breakdown
impacts may provoke 67 —especially as these
disproportionately affect lower-income countries.68
Without broadening governments’ scope of concern
when it comes to circular economy policy design, we
not only risk exacerbating current global inequities—
we also run the risk of undermining the very thing
we aim to achieve: the realisation of a global circular
economy. The next chapter explores what a more
positive vision of a global, inclusive circular economy
transition could look like.
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CASE TWO

T H E U N I N T E N D E D CO N S EQ U E N C E S
O F I L L I C I T WA S T E T R A D E
The trade of plastic waste has a history of
deep-rooted environmental and social implications on a global level. High-income countries
increasingly rely on lower-income countries for
the export of often toxic plastic waste for further
treatment, disposal or recycling. Malaysia, for
example, receives vast amounts of plastic waste
from the US, Europe and Canada: within the first
seven months of 2018, US exports to the country
more than doubled compared to the previous
year.69 Latin America is similarly burdened by
plastic waste imports from the US, with Ecuador
alone receiving 3,665 tonnes per year.70 While
this provides jobs for sorters, countries often
lack the facilities, equipment or training to safely
manage contaminated waste. Facility managers
are thereby confronted with high-costs to process imported plastic waste, which in most cases
they are not willing to pay. One tactic to get rid of
the waste is the intentional burning of facilities,
exposing local ecosystems and people to toxic
air pollutants with long-lasting effects on human
health.71 This requires immediate, coordinated
action.
Individual attempts to ban the trade in plastic
waste may only displace the problem, without
tackling its root cause. The import ban on plastic
imposed by China in 2018 partially displaced the
issue to neighbouring countries—for example,
to Malaysia—which saw significant streams of
the plastic waste trade diverted to its shores.72
It is not only lower-income countries that stand
to lose: cities like Hong Kong and Montréal have
also seen their streets cluttered with recycled
trash while local waste collection companies
went bankrupt. Such abrupt bans only result in
detrimental environmental, economic and social
consequences for all countries.73
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4. WHERE WE SHOULD GO: A GLOBAL
CIRCULAR ECONOMY THAT IS SOCIALLY JUST
The circular economy presents many opportunities
for socioeconomic development and environmental
conservation and regeneration. It could bring positive
consequences for the health and wellbeing of workers
and local communities for both high- and lowerincome countries, if approached with these outcomes
in mind. But realising these benefits is not without
conditions and, as we have seen in previous chapters,
will certainly not happen without actively designing
just principles into the transition. So, what do we
need in order to realise benefits for all workers and
employers, everywhere?
Below, we paint a vision of what an inclusive,
global circular economy could look like, including
key conditions that need to be in place around
governance, international cooperation and power,
technology, and workers’ rights. The final chapter
covers how we can get there.
Under the right conditions, a circular economy
could provide opportunities for all workers,
everywhere
By creating (more) localised, closed loop supply chains,
the circular economy can help improve supply chain
resilience and strengthen local economies and labour
markets.74 In doing so, it can help ensure adequate
employment over time—and with it political stability,
locally and globally.75
Designed with worker’s interests in mind, jobs within
a circular economy could also be better jobs overall,
with safer working conditions, improved incomes and
higher rates of job satisfaction and security. Under an
inclusive circular economy, informal waste collectors,
dismantlers and recyclers in West Africa, for example,
would be involved in decision-making to support the
adoption of safer techniques, gain access to better
equipment for the upcycling of electronic waste and,
as a result, promote better working conditions.76, 77 As
demand for new circular knowledge and skills grows,
some jobs would also inevitably be transformed.78 For
example, if cotton-producing countries were to agree
to develop a reprocessing industry for secondary
cotton material—and shift away from the growing of
virgin cotton—this may lead to a shift in the type of

jobs available, as well as the types of skills required
locally.79 The shift and inevitable displacement of jobs
that will come with transforming economies must be
underpinned by skilling and reskilling workers. Other
jobs, still, may be phased out entirely as demand for
extractive activities decreases globally. However,
provisioning for affected workers through re- and
upskilling and other social protection measures—which
we explore in more detail in the next chapter—would
help ensure impacts on livelihoods are minimal, 80 if not
ultimately positive.
A circular economy that works for people and
the planet
Crucially, the circular economy is also increasingly
recognised and pursued for its environmental benefits,
from decreasing resource use, deforestation and
biodiversity loss, to the contribution that it makes
to climate change mitigation efforts. 81 For lowerincome countries in particular—who bear the brunt
of the negative environmental impacts of production
practices today 82 —the circular economy provides
key opportunities to improve local environments
and, in turn, improve the health outcomes of local
workers and communities. A circular economy could
indeed help tackle the global waste issue—which
disproportionately affects populations of lower-income
countries— 83 by decreasing the amount of hazardous
waste available for imports and reducing the amounts
of waste dumped or burnt in the open. 84 IIt could also
help reduce local pollution from environmentally
harmful production practices such as the pollution of
freshwater due to denim production, as well as from
waste management practices. These are often less
formalised and regulated in lower-income countries—
such as the dumping of low-quality textiles or burning
practices to extract metals. 85 Local communities
and workers would ultimately benefit from these
reductions in local pollution, informal waste treatment
sites and the number of precarious jobs. 86, 87
Last but not least, the circular economy could
support lower-income countries in shifting away
from the exploitation of natural capital to foster
resilient industries, economic diversification, and
address social issues around poverty, indecent work
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and informality. 88 By promoting entrepreneurial
activity locally, the circular economy could provide
employment to traditionally underserved branches of
society such as women89 and to the many young people
entering labour markets and facing unemployment.90

•

Connected local and global interests. Within
a globally inclusive circular economy, local and
global interests are balanced and a mindset of
‘glocalisation’ is adopted that is adapted to the
local, but with a spirit of global cooperation.92
Countries work together to define what this means
for material flows, including where secondary
materials and waste are refurbished and
processed, where they are subsequently consumed
and who ultimately retains ownership over them,
so as to balance benefits to communities on both
ends, taking into consideration where investments
are made and where capacity is built.

•

Meaningful cross-border partnerships, built
around a shared agenda and common but
differentiated responsibilities. High- and
lower-income countries move away from a ‘donorrecipient’ model of cooperation to instead forge
meaningful and mutually beneficial partnerships.
High-income countries take responsibility for
the impact of their industrial activities to date
on lower-income countries, including by making
climate finance available to lower-income
countries, and lower-income countries are
empowered to assert and drive their own vision
for a circular economy that meets their own
needs.93 Global flows of knowledge, finance and
cooperation, without hidden agendas, underpin
such partnerships.

•

Community-led initiatives, networks and
ownership models. A globally inclusive circular
economy would foster decentralised and
grassroots, citizen-led activities, for example
through (local) communities and communityownership models built around repair and reuse
or around regenerative, urban and peri-urban
farming. By bringing decisions closer to their
communities and actively engaging stakeholders
to access and participate in circular economy
practices, decentralised systems can increase
communities’ ability to respond faster to shocks,
boosting their resilience in the long term.94, 95

For workers and employers everywhere to reap
these benefits, we need to build a different vision
of the future—one that challenges the status quo: a
circular economy that works for all
The assumptions we introduced in Chapter two can be
redressed to better meet the needs of lower-income
countries and to better integrate social considerations.
A circular economy that works for all, then, would:
•

address disparities in power and governance
through cross-border networks and partnerships
and alternative models of ownership,

•

place greater consideration on the impacts of
trade on supply chains and on the workers within
them and ensures work is decent and rewarding
and, finally,

•

empower communities to determine which
technologies and social innovations—changes
in social practices—to adopt, so as to best serve
their needs.

We expand on each of these paradigm shifts and paint
a vision of what they could look like in practice below.
A (more) equal distribution of power and wealth
across and within countries
If the circular economy is to become an instrument
for achieving a just and equitable society, we need
to acknowledge its political nature and address
power imbalances between and within countries.91 By
addressing the imperative of growth and redefining
prosperity, improving international cooperation,
strengthening labour market institutions, respecting
workers’ rights and international labour standards,
and decentralising governance systems, a circular
economy that works for all helps redistribute power
and wealth over the very workers and employers that
drive the economy.
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Circular jobs that ensure sustainable livelihoods
everywhere
In a circular economy that works for all, circular jobs—
any occupations that directly involve or indirectly
support a circular economy strategy—are valued,
recognised, decent and meaningful. In such a future
economy, jobs that are not directly responsible for
circular practices also contribute to a society that values resources and minimises waste. They can ensure
sustainable livelihoods and workers are empowered
through transversal, soft skills. The vision below builds
on Circle Economy’s ‘ideal scenarios’, first introduced
in the Circular Jobs Initiative’s State of Play paper
launched in 2020,98 to highlight global aspects and connections with the global trade of materials and waste.

•

High quality jobs at every step of the circular
supply chain. In a globally inclusive circular
economy, jobs are decent, accessible and
attractive to workers everywhere. This is equally
the case in high- and lower-income countries, at
every step of the circular supply chain—from raw
material extraction to the second-hand trade, as
well as in repair, remanufacturing and recycling
sectors. As in high-income countries, circular jobs
in lower-income countries provide similar levels of
security, safe working conditions and meaningful
development and are equally valued across
societies.

•

The knowledge and skills of circular
economy workers are valued and integrated in
education. Currently undervalued skills, such as
crafts skills, are promoted and complement newer
circular skills, blurring traditional distinctions
between high- and low-skilled workers. As the
skills developed through technical and vocational
training and informal learning have traditionally
been the domain of workers in lower-income
countries (and disadvantaged groups within highincome countries with market-driven education
systems such as the US and the UK), promoting
these skills can confer greater social value to these
workers.99 In particular, the expertise of informal
workers, Indigenous communities and the urban
poor—traditionally renowned for their resourceconservation ethic100 —are also valued.101

•
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Decent work opportunities available to all.
In a globally inclusive circular economy, decent work
opportunities are available to all people regardless
of gender, ethnicity, immigration status, level of

CASE THREE

C R O S S - B O R D E R PA R T N E R S H I P S
TO PR O M OT E S A FE R EC YC L I N G
PR AC T I C E S
Waste is a global problem and requires attention
from all stakeholders involved in its supply chain
—this includes corporations, governments and
civil society, as well as its consumers. Rethinking
Recycling is a global initiative that collaborates
with supply-chain partners to address actions
around responsibility and awareness-raising for
waste collection.96 To implement its circular strategies on a global level, it has partnered up with
global and local organisations such as C40 cities
and Amcor—a multinational company producing
sustainable packaging—among others. It currently works across cities implementing local projects
in Argentina and Indonesia, educating the local
population around waste collection and recycling
practices. Since its first launch it has managed to
divert 10% of the waste back into the economy
through circular practices.97 In addition, the initiative has provided the local workforce with decent
work opportunities ensuring safe working conditions and a stable income. Through new partnerships it hopes to expand its impact globally.

physical or mental ability, skill-level or geographic
location. Countries and regions embrace circularity
as a way to reduce inequalities in the labour market.
Those employed in shifting or declining sectors,
whether in lower or high-income countries, are
provided with clear guidance and options for
upskilling or reskilling to be redeployed in other
sectors, while those who face additional barriers to
the labour markets are provided with appropriate
support and opportunities to progress into decent
work. Strong policies, programmes and labour
market institutions are needed to make circular
jobs accessible to all,102 and ensure their working
conditions are at least on par with the standards of
long-established industries in decline.103

CASE FOUR

CASE FIVE

D EC E N T R A L I S E D T EC H N O LO G I E S
FO R I N C LU S I V E WA S T E M A N AG E M E N T
IN INDIA

O N L I N E PL AT FO R M S E RV I C E S TO
S U PP O R T YO U N G E L EC T R O N I C WA S T E
E N T R E PR E N EU R S

Kabadiwalla Connect (KWC) uses open data
technology to make informal waste collectors
part of an inclusive waste management system
in India. The software allows informal workers
to professionalise by offering planning tools
and quality standards for material sorting, and
allows for profitable price adjustment for their
material.104 It creates a network where people can
share knowledge and connect with stakeholders,
enhancing traceability along the supply chain.
Until now, around 2,000 ‘kabadiwallas’—smallscale waste aggregators—have joined KWC,
enabling a taxonomy of different types of
aggregators and material recovery facilities to
be established. Through mapping the informal
sector, it becomes easier to connect informal
workers and entrepreneurs with cities’ solid
waste operations, helping them to obtain more
secure incomes and better working conditions
while increasing the volumes of waste that can be
recycled and put back into use.105

The capital of Togo, Lomé, is faced with large
amounts of electronic waste (e-waste) that comes
in from high-income countries. Unfortunately,
the generation of waste recycling requires the
right resources and knowledge that the local
population lacks. WoeLab is a low-tech solution
that creates awareness around the benefits
of recycling of e-waste to prevent toxic waste
from ending up in landfill or burned. The online
platform serves as a localisation tool to point
people to waste pieces. At the same time, it
educates its users about the management
of e-waste. It connects and motivates young
entrepreneurs to gain interest in the use
of e-waste, currently it has supported the
emergence of eleven collaborative startups
working within the e-waste management sector,
stimulating youth employment. It aims to spread
circular practices in waste management and
hopes to do so by opening up 3D printer cafes
across Africa, thereby giving the community
access to electronic and environmentappropriate resources, skills and knowledge.
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Culturally appropriate technologies and social
innovations that enable rather than displace jobs.

•

Technology and social innovations enable,
rather than displace, jobs. As workers are
increasingly recognised as a driving force for
innovation, technology is pursued to augment and
enable better jobs rather than to reduce labour
costs and to displace workers—the focus of many
technologies today. Human-robot collaboration,
for example, can be deployed to position cars
for deconstruction so that operators can avoid
awkward postures and perform their tasks in
safety and comfort.109

•

People, and their knowledge and skills, are
recognised as essential drivers of change.
When adopted, technological options are
integrated with corresponding training to develop
the breadth and depth in competence and skills
needed to assess technologies’ appropriateness in
practice, and effectively install, use and maintain
them. Policymakers can hereby draw on the
lessons from failures in the energy transition: for
example, retrofitting homes without sufficient
consideration of the need to upskill, coordinate
across trades and professions, and develop
understanding among building occupants.110 111

In a globally inclusive circular economy, technological
solutions are weighed up against other types of
innovations—and the choice of which technologies
to use locally is determined by, not imposed upon,
communities.
•

•
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Choices of technologies are driven by
community needs, resources and cultural
preferences—not imposed on them. In a circular
economy that works for all, the technologies chosen
for reuse, repair, refurbishment and recycling
activities are appropriate technologies: they are
compatible with local cultural and economic
conditions, utilise locally available resources and
can be maintained and operationally controlled
by local populations.106 They are not the imported
product of technicians in high-income countries,
but are designed together with the communities
they serve, following principles of human-centred
design. Low-tech solutions—such as package-free
shops or composting— which involve changes in
behaviours and social practices to share products
and design out waste are facilitated, where
appropriate.107
A diversity of circular economy narratives and
practices emerge that valorise Indigineous and
traditional knowledge. In this future circular
economy, there is enough room for a diversity
of ideas about what a circular economy is and
how it is practised, so that no single pathway or
conceptualisation of ‘circular’ is dominant.108
As a result, particularly traditional practices that
predate prevailing conceptualisations of circularity
are valorised.

CASE SIX

CASE SEVEN

E XC H A N G E O F T R A D I T I O N A L ,
R EG E N E R AT I V E PR AC T I C E S I N
CO S TA R I C A

T EC H N O LO G Y A DA P T E D TO CU LT U R A L
A N D ECO N O M I C CO N D I T I O N S

The grass-root movement Asociación de
mujeres indígenas (Association of Indigenous
women) was founded in response to local
markets closing down in Costa Rica, due to the
covid-19 pandemic.112 Women of the Talamanca
region created a social media platform to meet
virtually and exchange food, medicinal plants,
native seed varieties and knowledge of traditional
agricultural practices. These exchange fairs then
spread across ten different communities. Today,
this women-led initiative has made use of the
online platform to integrate what we refer to as
circular economy practices. A system rooted in
reciprocity and self-sufficiency that strengthens
food security and community resilience in the
face of external shocks, the platform shares
knowledge of regenerative practices including the
use of animal waste in fertilising soils, and the
weeds that can provide useful functions for growing crops.113 Furthermore, it engages families and
communities by offering workshops and training
around women’s rights and leadership, and promotes culture and traditions among youth.

Cookstoves play an important role in Indian
households—however, traditional appliances
have damaging effects on environment and human health. This stimulated civil society organisations to implement high-efficiency cookstoves in
rural areas of India. Unfortunately, it turned out
that the adoption of this technology remained
rather low.114 By engaging with the actual users
of the cookstoves—mainly women—researchers
found out the cookstoves could not fit large pieces of wood and required users to split the wood
prior to using it, introducing difficulties that traditional mud and brick stoves did not. In response,
a new device called ‘Mewar Angithi’—costing less
than one US dollar—was adopted: it works within
existing hearths or chulhas, and is able to reduce
wood use and smoke to ‘levels comparable to
those achieved by the more expensive high-efficiency cookstoves’.115 This example shows that it
is important to be reflective about the technology
integrated within society, as it needs to be culturally fit and compatible with local conditions.
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5. MAKING THE TRANSITION SOCIALLY
JUST BY DESIGN: ACTIONS NEEDED
Governments and multilateral bodies, such as the
WTO, the ILO, UN agencies and development banks,
have a crucial role to play in ensuring the transition
to a global circular economy is just. Regional and
national decision makers can cooperate to promote
circular practices and policies around the world that
benefit workers and communities everywhere, while
multilateral organisations can act as a governance
mechanism and as an exchanging platform to
regulate trade, and incentivise cooperation, two-way
knowledge-sharing and dialogue, and provide technical
assistance to lower-income countries.
Tackling climate breakdown and transitioning to a
circular economy that works for all is not something
a single country can do on its own. Nor can a
circular economy be pursued by individual countries
and regions without corresponding economic
transformation on a global scale. We highlight the
role of three key levers to address the oversights and

assumptions of prevailing narratives on the circular
economy related to power, trade and technology:
consider people beyond your borders; cooperate
responsibly on trade; and exchange know-how and
means. In addressing these, policy makers and social
partners in high- and lower-income countries, and
multilateral organisations, can design circular economy
interventions that are fair and just for all. In doing so,
the circular economy transition can be more effective
in achieving its environmental goals. It can also avoid
contributing to the social instability associated with
change that presents risks to businesses and their
supply chains, and address threats to livelihoods facing
citizens in all parts of the world.
The table below outlines what needs to happen,
how we can make it happen, and what happens if we
don’t take action. Note that these suggestions are
non-exhaustive.
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WHAT NEEDS TO
HAPPEN

HOW TO MAKE IT
HAPPEN NOW

WHAT HAPPENS IF WE
DON’T TAKE ACTION

CONSIDER PEOPLE BEYOND
YOUR BORDERS

•

•

1. Identify the impacts on workers

•

displacement of people from

Monitor and evaluate plans to ensure a

lower-income countries.

just and fair transition within countries’

•

NDCs.

•

Illegal and fraudulent trade.

Engage employers, workers and their

•

Less resilient and secure
supply chains.

organisations in the formulation and

2. Develop and implement plans to

implementation of plans to ensure a

address these impacts early on.

just transition.
•

Implement programmes and incentives

•

Civil unrest and instability.

•

Increased corporate risks
of bad public relations,

to re- and up-skill workers.
•

Livelihood insecurity,
increased migration and

supply chains, jobs and communities.

beyond borders as part of
strategy design.

Assess the impacts of policies on

consumer scandals and legal
repercussions.

Apply mechanisms to increase social
protection, labour standards and
uphold national labour laws in supply
chains.

•

Businesses fail to attract
consumers and new
generations of workers
demanding purpose and
strong ethics.

TRADE RESPONSIBLY

•

Responsibly phase out the dumping of
waste and unwanted goods.

3. Promote responsible trade and
accompanying labour standards

•

approaches to the circular economy

that supports circular strategies
and prevents waste.

Facilitate dialogue and cooperative
through trade.

•

Establish standards and monitoring to
facilitate legitimate trade in (recycled)

4. Enhance transparency and

waste that is underpinned by decent

standards of trade for secondary

work.

materials.
•

Adapt trade agreements to facilitate
sustainable, circular business models.

EXCHANGE KNOW-HOW
AND MEANS
5. Recognise a wide range of
approaches and technologies for
the circular economy.

•

circular economy visions and pathways.
•

Empower local representatives to
determine appropriate solutions.

•

Adapt existing frameworks to support
investor action to integrate social
justice and environmental goals.

6. Provide financial support and
assistance.

Develop different and heterogeneous

•

Establish platforms and networks
to stimulate mutual learning and

7. Share knowledge, facilitate
dialogue and technology
transfer.
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champion good practices.

CO N S I D E R PEO PL E B E YO N D YO U R B O R D E R S

1

Identify the impacts of circular economy and
climate strategies on jobs and workers beyond
national borders.

This could be achieved by governments in high-income
countries including impact assessments of the value
chain, and due diligence principles in circular economy
policy processes. This will enable evaluation of the
impacts of different scenarios—for example on where
the most suitable location to invest in recycling facilities
or remanufacturing hubs is—on supply chains, and
jobs in affected communities. Furthermore, the circular
economy—including just transition focus areas such as
decent job creation and skilling are needed to power
the transition—should be better integrated within NDCs
and other existing environmental policy instruments.
Such policies could further be integrated within
national foreign and international aid policies, utilising
existing guidance such as the ILO’s just transition
guidelines.116, 117
Frameworks to monitor and evaluate social justice and
fairness of national plans for climate action should
also be established by governments and international
organisations such as the UN Environment Programme,
the ILO and the World Bank. Assessments should
actively seek out and make connections between trade
unions, businesses and public authorities and civil
society to ensure workers’ and communities’ voices are
heard and fed back into the design of policies.

2

Develop and implement plans to address
the impacts early on and maximise the
opportunities for social benefits.

Action is needed from all governments and multilateral
bodies to address identified societal risks and impacts
of circular economy and other climate policies that
directly affect citizens’ livelihoods to ensure a just and
fair transition. This requires appropriate programmes
and incentives to re-skill and up-skill the workforce—
and those out of work—by strengthening understanding
of the circular economy, and developing the skills
needed to adopt circular strategies.
Such plans should also seek to improve the quality of
jobs by strengthening the legal basis and social dialogue
in sectors affected and by developing mechanisms
to ensure greater responsibility for the quality of

jobs in supply chains. For example, pathways away
from precarious work in the informal sector can be
supported by enabling the participation of informal
waste pickers in Extended Producer Responsibility
(EPR) schemes.118 Furthermore, countries can enact
and enforce legislation on corporate due diligence
to ensure actions to identify, prevent and end
environmental and social exploitation take place, by
creating legal certainty for businesses and greater
transparency for investors and consumers.119
Workers and their communities in sectors at risk in
lower-income countries, and the disadvantaged and
under-represented groups that are most vulnerable,
also need to be supported. As such, just transition
funds can be established to support economic
redevelopment in affected areas, by securing pathways
for enterprises to adopt circular business models and
social purposes. In parallel, national social protection
systems can be strengthened to improve worker
rights, and legal mechanisms explored to support
living wages sufficient for workers to meet their
basic needs. Collective, sectoral agreements are also
needed to ensure that the quality of circular jobs at
least matches, if not betters, the conditions in legacy
industries that have been won over a long time.

T R A D E R E S P O N S I B LY

3

Promote responsible trade that supports
circular strategies and prevents waste

Countries need to assume responsibility for their own
consumption and waste generation, and recognise
that this responsibility is greatest among high-income
countries. Policies should be designed so as to
incentivise actors throughout the value chain, in both
high- and lower-income countries. Firstly, by reducing
waste creation in the first place, then maximising rates
of reuse and recycling, and ending all non-transparent
waste exports—particularly toxic, non-recyclable
waste—as well as shouldering the costs required
to clean up sites contaminated by waste dumped in
lower-income countries.
The dumping of unwanted goods should also be
phased out responsibly. Not through abrupt export or
import bans that risk displacing thousands of jobs en
masse, but by providing pathways for those workers
at risk. Eco-reparations and equitable investments
in communities that have disproportionately been

T h i n k i n g b e yo n d b o r d e r s to a c h i e ve s o c i a l j u s t i c e i n a g l o b a l c i r c u l a r e c o n o my

29

affected by current global value chain practices should
also be considered. Enforcing EPR schemes and
carrying out checks prior to the export of waste can
support the action above.

E XC H A N G E K N OW- H OW A N D M E A N S

Multilateral organisations such as the WTO—and
their member countries—also have responsibility
to facilitate dialogue and cooperative approaches
to the circular economy through legitimate trade
regulations.120 For example, similar to the European
CBAM (Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism), trade
policies could be designed to facilitate producers
adopting circular strategies to access markets and
promote a circular economy that works for all in line
with the Sustainable Development Goals.

There is no single path to the circular economy. A range
of approaches, sustainable alternatives, technologies
and social innovations are needed, tailored to
community interests and local conditions, to address
the full value chain and life-cycle of materials. This
pluralistic, life-cycle approach is adopted in the UN
Environment Assembly’s March 2022 draft resolution
for an internationally legally binding instrument to
end plastic pollution.122 This approach—that highlights
‘the need for enhanced international collaboration to
facilitate access to technology, capacity building and
scientific and technical cooperation’—can provide
a blueprint for global action to tackle pollution and
waste from other materials and products such as
electronics, textiles and construction.

4

Enhance transparency, labour rights and
standards of trade in secondary materials

International efforts to increase data collection
and enhance transparency on the flows of trade
in secondary materials between countries is a
necessary step to address the associated social
and environmental problems. Such efforts should
be backed by agreed standards and monitoring to
facilitate legitimate trade in (recycled) waste that
is underpinned by decent work and international
labour standards so that, for example, waste is
no longer destined to end up in countries with
laxer environmental standards.121 At national level,
regulations and reforms are needed to support a
circular economy that is safe for workers, for example,
by harmonising hazardous waste regulations or
ensuring the safe valorisation of waste in line with
national labour laws.
In addition, environmental and circular economyrelated standards—that, for example, facilitate
products made of sustainably-sourced, regenerative
or secondary materials—could be integrated into trade
agreements between partners, or groups of partners.
Agreements on trade in services may also need to be
adapted to facilitate sustainable, circular business
models by factoring in cross-border provision of repair
services or leasing agreements.
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5

Recognise a wide range of approaches to and
technologies for the circular economy

Taking this into account, lower-income countries can
develop their own holistic circular economy vision—
not solely derived from policies and technologies
adopted in high-income countries—that reflects the
priorities of their people and communities, leverages
synergies with existing national plans and promotes
a shift away from exporting unprocessed materials.
Doing so could enable them to develop and propagate
their own successful, circular economy practices
that build on long-lasting traditions and cultural
strengths—rather than wait to adapt best practices
from other continents. Finance ministries can support
the development of an own holistic CE vision for lowerincome countries by assessing the scale of opportunity
associated with the transition, particularly when it
comes to addressing poverty, creating employment
and improving overall well-being.123

6

Provide financial support and assistance

Reflecting their greater responsibility and means,
high-income countries should commit and provide
financial support and assistance for circular economy
development that is resilient, mitigates climate
breakdown and strengthens social foundations
in lower-income countries. Such climate financing
should be separate from and additional to official
development assistance.124 This capital could be
allocated to enable social innovations, channel finance
to entrepreneurs, provide technical assistance to

lower-income countries and support efforts to develop
and determine their own paths towards a circular
economy that works for all.
To support this, existing frameworks for investor
action on social justice need adapting to integrate
concepts and solutions for zero-waste and alternative
circular economy business models, while just transition
principles equally need to be applied to circular
economy investment funds and programmes.

7

Share knowledge and facilitate dialogue

Countries and regions, and the businesses and
investors operating within and between them,
have much to learn from one another. Multilateral
organisations, or new coalitions of countries such
as the Under2 Coalition, need to stimulate mutual
learning, and the two-way transfer of knowledge
between countries with different strengths and
dependencies. Platforms and networks can further
facilitate dialogue between high- and lowerincome countries to identify early opportunities for
collaboration, and to forge genuine partnerships that
reflect and represent the interests of communities
affected. For example, the sharing of curricula across
vocational education and training and higher education
institutions globally could be a key lever in this.125 This
two-way knowledge sharing could also be promoted
within global supply chains, with multinational
corporations learning from their subsidiaries and subcontractors, and vice-versa.
Furthermore, multilateral organisations can elevate
the experiences of circular economy entrepreneurs
and business models in lower-income countries. By
championing and drawing lessons from good practices
in international policy forums, social considerations and
a broad set of alternative pathways could be supported
to inspire the overdue urgency needed for all countries
to shift to a circular economy that works for all.
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