Recycling businesses at the heart of the circular economy
Committed to resource the economy for future decades

Keynote introductory speech by Ms. Miriam DALLI, Member of the European Parliament
Main themes/messages:
 Shift in global production
 Growing resource scarcity and dependence in Europe
 Changes in the commodity prices
 Economy in transition, new business opportunities
 Role of big businesses and SMEs
 Role of policy-makers
The world we live in today is different than it was before. Today, we are experiencing a significant
change in what we consume and in what amounts, where we produce things and what and how we
buy, how much we pay for the raw materials and from where we acquire them.
In the past, our economies have relied on inputs of cheap and available resources to create conditions
for growth and stability. But the unprecedented rise in global demand for a countless supply of these
resources calls into question our current, predominantly, linear economic system.
If we look at probable future developments there are some figures to which we should give utmost
attention. For example did you know that?


90% of the raw materials used in manufacturing become waste before the product even leaves
the factory,



80% of products manufactured are thrown away within the first 6 months of their life;



commodity prices rose by almost 150% from 2002 to 2010; and



by 2030, 3 billion middle-class consumers are expected to enter the global market, driving an
unprecedented demand for goods and services.

Experts indicate that if we do not rethink how we use materials in our linear ‘take-make-dispose’ type
of economy, elements that are vital for industry could be depleted within a period varying from 5 to
50 years (this include elements such as gold, silver, tungsten and other elements which are vital for
the industry.
Moreover, in case we remain in our ‘business as usual’ mode, price volatility will continue to surge,
major production and demand will shift from Europe to other developing regions of the world, and
competition for raw materials and resource scarcity in Europe will become the bottleneck of growth
of European industrial production.
With growing pressures around geopolitics and supply risk, the circular economy can bring the
practical solution to the emerging resource crisis. In fact, it could help solve some of these issues by
decoupling economic growth from resource consumption.
So, what we need to achieve today is a major economic transition at a global level. And I believe that
the economic case for the circular economy is already tangible to help us arrive there. Analysis by
consultants McKinsey estimates that shifting towards circularity could add $1 trillion to the global
economy by 2025. With regards to the EU … we could benefit from an improved trade balance of €110
billion per year, the creation of 160,000 jobs whilst the EU manufacturing sector could realise net
material cost savings worth up to €570 billion per annum by 2025.

But how can we catalyse change on such a scale?
There is an economic gain to get and we all know that. But to realise this economic gain we require
multiple players across business and research communities to come together, to reconceive key
material flows and manufacturing processes and all this would need to be supported by the proper
policies and by the proper investment.
We need to be honest to ourselves as well. The transaction costs of shifting the status quo are
extremely high which means that no single entity can realise all this on its own. We must have a largemulti-scale initiative. A collaboration, which should include policy makers together with businesses
who should be in the lead. This means that we need to get our SMEs involved and we have to do this
at municipal, national, regional, European and global level.
One of the prime enablers of this transformation has to be disruptive innovation … where
breakthrough technology and design will spark new circular models of commerce, displacing existing
markets and creating new ones.
Ground-level innovation in this field should be driven by corporations who are piloting business
models based on leasing, product performance, remanufacture, and extended lifecycle thinking. These
companies have the power to make change happen quickly, given their geographical reach through
global supply chains.
But this is not enough. More importantly, the circular economy relies on the involvement of SMEs,
although the take-up in this sector remains limited.
Can policy makers be key-enablers?
The simple answer is Yes, for sure.
Scaling up the circular economy on an international level will definitely require policy-makers and
governments support.
I believe that, policy-makers should focus on accelerating this transition in a timescale consistent with
the response to climate change, water scarcity and other global challenges we are facing.
In this sense, smart regulation can reward private-sector leadership and align incentives along the
supply chain.
A co-ordinated approach by world leaders is needed to introduce positive legislative drivers such as
for example, waste prevention targets and incentives around eco-design … by promoting products
that are easier to repair, reuse, remanufacture and disassemble.
Secondary raw materials could be boosted through tax incentives that will reward the environmental
benefits of recycling. Let’s bear in mind that eventually an efficient internal market for recycling
activities would have a huge impact on an EU level.
More than ever before, this is the right time to acknowledge the huge benefits recycling brings to our
environment and to society in terms of CO2, energy and natural resource savings.
Eventually, European co-legislators, the Parliament and the Council, should move the Commission's
legislative package in this direction.
Conclusion
To conclude, at global level the circular economy could help enable developing countries to
industrialise in a sustainable manner and developed countries to increase the wellbeing of their
citizens whilst reducing vulnerability to resource price shocks. And this should be done without
placing unsustainable pressure on our environment.
I would like to think that business leaders, consumers and governments alike have truly discovered
that continued wealth generation requires a new industrial model. A model which would make our

economies less dependent on primary energy and materials inputs. A model that can de-link rising
prosperity from resource consumption growth to help regenerate natural capital.
From the perspective of policy-makers. As we are faced with a booming global population, finite
resources and growing global competition for these resources our job is to recognise that we need to
immediately shift to a low-carbon, sustainable economy, where as little as possible is wasted.
I hope that the economic impact of this transformation is evident and convincing enough for big
businesses, SMEs and consumers in both industrialised markets and fast-growing economies.
Over all, achieving a circular economy will require a combination of investment by the industry and
legislative structures, in a way that is cost-effective and in a way that can be properly implemented.
I am committed to make the Commission’s circular economy action plan as achievable as possible,
also for SMEs and for this to happen I will continue to push for the right balance between regulatory
and non-regulatory solutions to deliver the best practical outcomes for the environment and the
economy.
And now I would like to wish you a great and fruitful discussion.

