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1. INTRODUCTION

 
 
1   https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-consumption-production/
2   OECD (2018), Global Material Resources Outlook to 2060.
3   World Bank (2018), What a Waste 2.0: A Global Snapshot of Solid Waste Management to 2050.
4   COM(2019) 640 final.
5   Cambridge Econometrics, Trinomics, and ICF (2018), Impacts of circular economy policies on the labour market.

There is only one planet Earth, yet by 2050, the 
world will be consuming as if there were three1. 
Global consumption of materials such as biomass, 
fossil fuels, metals and minerals is expected to 
double in the next forty years2, while annual waste 
generation is projected to increase by 70% by 20503. 

As half of total greenhouse gas emissions and more 
than 90% of biodiversity loss and water stress 
come from resource extraction and processing, 
the European Green Deal4 launched a concerted 
strategy for a climate-neutral, resource-efficient 
and competitive economy. Scaling up the circular 
economy from front-runners to the mainstream 
economic players will make a decisive contribution 
to achieving climate neutrality by 2050 and 
decoupling economic growth from resource use, 
while ensuring the long-term competitiveness of the 
EU and leaving no one behind. 

To fulfil this ambition, the EU needs to accelerate 
the transition towards a regenerative growth 
model that gives back to the planet more than 
it takes, advance towards keeping its resource 
consumption within planetary boundaries, 
and therefore strive to reduce its consumption 
footprint and double its circular material use 
rate in the coming decade. 

For business, working together on creating the 
framework for sustainable products will provide 
new opportunities in the EU and beyond.

This progressive, yet irreversible transition to a 
sustainable economic system is an indispensable 
part of the new EU industrial strategy. A recent 
study estimates that applying circular economy 
principles across the EU economy has the potential 
to increase EU GDP by an additional 0.5% by 2030 
creating around 700 000 new jobs5. There is a clear 
business case for individual companies too: since 
manufacturing firms in the EU spend on average 
about 40% on materials, closed loop models can 
increase their profitability, while sheltering them from 
resource price fluctuations.

Building on the single market and the potential 
of digital technologies, the circular economy 
can strengthen the EU’s industrial base and 
foster business creation and entrepreneurship 
among SMEs. Innovative models based on a closer 
relationship with customers, mass customisation, the 
sharing and collaborative economy, and powered by 
digital technologies, such as the internet of things, big 
data, blockchain and artificial intelligence, will not only 
accelerate circularity but also the dematerialisation 
of our economy and make Europe less dependent on 
primary materials. 
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For citizens, the circular economy will provide high-
quality, functional and safe products, which 
are efficient and affordable, last longer and are 
designed for reuse, repair, and high-quality recycling. 
A whole new range of sustainable services, 
product-as-service models and digital solutions will 
bring about a better quality of life, innovative jobs 
and upgraded knowledge and skills. 

This Circular Economy Action Plan provides a 
future-oriented agenda for achieving a cleaner 
and more competitive Europe in co-creation with 
economic actors, consumers, citizens and civil 
society organisations. It aims at accelerating the 
transformational change required by the European 
Green Deal, while building on circular economy actions 
implemented since 20156. This plan will ensure that 
the regulatory framework is streamlined and made fit 
for a sustainable future, that the new opportunities 
from the transition are maximised, while minimising 
burdens on people and businesses. 

The plan presents a set of interrelated initiatives to 
establish a strong and coherent product policy 
framework that will make sustainable products, 

6  COM(2015) 614 final.
7  SWD(2020) 100. 

services and business models the norm and 
transform consumption patterns so that no 
waste is produced in the first place. This product 
policy framework will be progressively rolled out, 
while key product value chains will be addressed as 
a matter of priority. Further measures will be put 
in place to reduce waste and ensure that the EU 
has a well-functioning internal market for high 
quality secondary raw materials. The capacity of 
the EU to take responsibility for its waste will be also 
strengthened. 

Europe will not achieve transformative change by 
acting alone. The EU will continue to lead the way 
to a circular economy at the global level7 and 
use its influence, expertise and financial resources to 
implement the 2030 Sustainable Development 
Goals. This plan aims also at ensuring that the circular 
economy works for people, regions and cities, fully 
contributes to climate neutrality and harnesses the 
potential of research, innovation and digitalisation. 
It foresees the further development of a sound 
monitoring framework contributing to measuring 
well-being beyond GDP.
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3.6. Construction and buildings 

32 Eurostat data for 2016. 
33 https://www.boverket.se/sv/byggande/hallbart-byggande-och-forvaltning/miljoindikatorer---aktuell-status/vaxthusgaser/ 
34  Hertwich, E., Lifset, R., Pauliuk, S., Heeren, N., IRP, (2020), Resource Efficiency and Climate Change: Material Efficiency Strategies for a Low-Carbon 

Future. 
35  Regulation (EU) No 305/2011 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 9 March 2011 laying down harmonised conditions for the 

marketing of construction products and repealing Council Directive 89/106/EEC, OJ L 88, 4.4.2011, p. 5.
36 https://ec.europa.eu/docsroom/documents/39984
37 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/buildings.htm  

The built environment has a significant impact on many sectors of the economy, on local jobs 
and quality of life. It requires vast amounts of resources and accounts for about 50% of all 
extracted material. The construction sector is responsible for over 35% of the EU’s total 
waste generation32. Greenhouse gas emissions from material extraction, manufacturing 
of construction products, construction and renovation of buildings are estimated at 5-12% 

of total national GHG emissions33. Greater material efficiency could save 80% of those 
emissions34.  

To exploit the potential for increasing material efficiency and reducing climate impacts, the Commission will 
launch a new comprehensive Strategy for a Sustainable Built Environment. This Strategy will ensure 
coherence across the relevant policy areas such as climate, energy and resource efficiency, management of 
construction and demolition waste, accessibility, digitalisation and skills. It will promote circularity principles 
throughout the lifecycle of buildings by: 

 •   addressing the sustainability performance of construction products in the context of the revision of 
the Construction Product Regulation35, including the possible introduction of recycled content 
requirements for certain construction products, taking into account their safety and functionality;

 •   promoting measures to improve the durability and adaptability of built assets in line with the circular 
economy principles for buildings design36 and developing digital logbooks for buildings; 

 •   using Level(s)37 to integrate life cycle assessment in public procurement and the EU 
sustainable finance framework and exploring the appropriateness of setting of carbon reduction 
targets and the potential of carbon storage;

 •   considering a revision of material recovery targets set in EU legislation for construction and 
demolition waste and its material-specific fractions; 

 •   promoting initiatives to reduce soil sealing, rehabilitate abandoned or contaminated brownfields and 
increase the safe, sustainable and circular use of excavated soils.

Furthermore, the ‘Renovation Wave’ initiative announced in the European Green Deal to lead to significant 
improvements in energy efficiency in the EU will be implemented in line with circular economy principles, 
notably optimised lifecycle performance, and longer life expectancy of build assets. As part of the revision 
of the recovery targets for construction and demolition waste, the Commission will pay special attention to 
insulation materials, which generate a growing waste stream.   

3.7. Food, water and nutrients

The circular economy can significantly reduce the negative impacts of resource extraction and 
use on the environment and  contribute to restoring biodiversity and natural capital in Europe. 
Biological resources are a key input to the economy of the EU and will play an even more 
important role in the future. The Commission will aim at ensuring the sustainability of renewable 
bio-based materials, including through actions following the Bioeconomy Strategy and Action 

Plan.
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9. CONCLUSION 
The transition to the circular economy will be systemic, deep and transformative, in the EU and beyond. It will 
be disruptive at times, so it has to be fair.  It will require an alignment and cooperation of all stakeholders at 
all levels - EU, national, regional and local, and international. 

Therefore, the Commission invites EU institutions and bodies to endorse this Action Plan and actively contribute 
to its implementation, and encourages Member States to adopt or update their national circular economy 
strategies, plans and measures in the light of its ambition. Furthermore, the Commission will recommend 
including the circular economy among the topics for discussion on the future of Europe and a regular theme 
of citizens’ dialogues.   
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