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Is going circular just?
Environmental justice and just
transition – key elements for an
inclusive circular economy
Patrick Schroeder and Jack Barrie

 

Introduction

1 Inclusiveness and social justice are key issues that need to be addressed for a successful

circular economy transition to achieve positive social-ecological outcomes. 

2 Without addressing the human and social  dimensions of the transition, the circular

economy will not deliver on important social goals such as improved health, decent

working conditions,  or  reduced inequality.  It  might even prevent a  transition from

taking place, since unjust and unequal societies are unlikely to be stable in political

terms. 

3 The good news is that the need to address social issues in circular economy transitions,

alongside environmental concerns and building the circular business case, is receiving

more attention in the mainstream approaches.

 
Temporal and spatial justice dimensions of the circular economy transition

For the circular economy transition to be inclusive there are two main equity

dimensions to be considered. These issues are connected, but still distinct from

each other.

1. Rectifying existing injustices of mismanaged waste and pollution that affects

hundreds of millions of people worldwide – this is the environmental justice

dimension of the transition. Examples here are illegal dumping of waste into low-
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income communities or waste shipments to low- and middle-income countries

which result in severe health impacts on communities, waste workers and their

families.

2. Anticipating and addressing the negative future impacts on workers and

industries that the transitions from a linear to a circular economy will create – this

is the Just Transition dimension. An example here is the shift away from ‘fast

fashion’ production and consumption patterns that will likely affect millions of

small businesses and workers in developing Asian economies.

 

Environmental justice

4 Applying an environmental justice perspective or framework is an important first step

to fill the social gap in the circular economy. The direct impacts of waste dumping and

pollution on communities  have been documented for  decades  in  the United States,

including cases of structural environmental racism.1 Similarly, in Europe the available

data dating back to the 1980s provide consistent indications that waste facilities are

disproportionally  located  in  areas  with  more  deprived  residents,  or  from  ethnical

minorities. The observed inequalities in exposure to waste and toxins, and the health

impacts thereof, represent a case of environmental injustice.2 

 

Global health impacts

5 In the 21st century, the environmental justice dimension of waste has taken a global

dimension.  Illegal  trade  and  dumping  of  low-grade  waste  sharpen  environmental

inequality  and  exploitation  along  the  lines  of  class  and  race  on  a  global  scale.

Vulnerable communities who did not produce the waste are often the ones who suffer

the negative impacts.3 Waste and plastic pollution is creating a growing public health

emergency in many towns and cities around the world. Research and analysis by the

organization Tearfund suggest that between 400,000 and 1 million people die each year

in developing countries because of diseases related to mismanaged municipal waste.4

Reducing  the  burden  of  pollution  from  the  poorest  in society,  especially  for

communities affected by mismanaged waste and degraded environments in developing

countries, is an urgent priority for the circular economy. 
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6 Hazardous waste exported to the Global South includes electronic waste which contains

toxic materials. Formal recycling activities are not keeping pace with the global growth

of e-waste – an estimated 53.6 million metric tons (Mt) of e-waste was generated in

2019,  according to the UN Global  E-waste Monitor.5 Most  of  the e-waste generated,

about 44.3 Mt, is managed outside the official collection system and in many cases is

shipped to developing countries where it is mostly dismantled in substandard facilities

by workers  without  any  protective  equipment,  exposing  workers  through  direct

contact.

7 A  recent  Lancet  Commission  report  confirms  that  still  up  to  9  million  people  die

prematurely every year due to pollution.6 Despite ongoing efforts by the UN and other

actors, little progress has been made. Urgent attention is needed to control pollution

and  prevent  pollution-related  disease,  with  an  emphasis  on  air  pollution  and  lead

poisoning from unsafe e-waste and battery recycling. Lead pollution disproportionately

affects children living in developing countries.7 

8 There  is  a  clear  role  for  international  development  cooperation  programmes  to

promote circular economy approaches to reduce the environmental and social impacts

of  pollution.  An  example  is  the  recently  launched  Sustainable  Manufacturing  and

Environmental  Pollution  programme.8 It  is  established  by  the  UK’s  Foreign,

Commonwealth  and  Development  Office  (FCDO)  and  is  implemented  in  partnership

with the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). The aim is

to  improve  existing  knowledge  and  address  the  environmental  health  and  socio-

economic impacts of  selected manufacturing sectors across target countries in Sub-

Saharan Africa and South Asia.

 

Waste picker inclusion and gender equality

9 Waste pickers and informal workers are already integral part of many existing circular

systems. They recover and create value from waste – but their contributions are not

valued by society.  Waste pickers deal  with many issues ranging from poor working

conditions, poor health, poverty and social stigma. Despite their contributions waste

pickers are often considered a social problem. Especially in low-income countries the

number of waste pickers is very high, mostly driven by the lack of better economic

opportunities and low human development levels.9 

10 Women play a key role in informal waste picking sectors across many African, Asian

and Latin American countries that are finding themselves flooded with plastic waste.

The plastic waste crisis is overwhelmingly affecting poor, socially marginalised people,

and women residing in informal settlements where waste easily accumulates due to

poor rubbish collection services. It’s imperative to improve the situation for women by

reducing their exposure to mismanaged waste and pollution, if we are to realise a truly

fair  and  more  equal  circular  economic  system.10 Although  women  are

disproportionately impacted by waste and pollution, gender continues to be a relatively

marginal  issue  in  environmental  justice  debates  and  the  circular  economy  more

generally,  and  yet  it  remains  an  important  aspect  of  injustice.  Women  tend  to

experience inequitable environmental burdens (distributional injustice); and are less

likely than men to have control over environmental decisions (procedural injustice),

both of which impact their health (substantive injustice).11 
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11 Achieving  inclusive  circular  economies  requires  re-conceptualization  of  solid  waste

management systems that integrate waste pickers as partners, as key to building just,

inclusive, and liveable cities. There are many examples of how this has been achieved

and of  existing  best  practice  models  that  can  be  applied.12 It  is  important  to  have

institutional  mapping  to  identify  NGOs  and  other  groups  already  working  on  the

ground  in  organizing  and/or  providing  assistance  to  waste  pickers.  Trust  building

amongst  workers  themselves  and  amongst  different  cooperatives  and  associations

requires time, especially if external organisations are involved. As trust-building and

dialogues evolve, so do the methods of cooperation.

 
Switch to circular value chains programme

For the circular economy transition to be just and inclusive, all actors along global

value chains need to be engaged and empowered to participate, from the large

multinationals down to local informal waste picker cooperatives. In recognition of

the social justice and just transition challenges associated with the circular

economy, the SWITCH to Circular Economy Value Chains programme* was recently

launched, with the support from the European Union and the Government of

Finland.

The programme supports suppliers in developing countries in the value chains of

large EU manufacturers and buyers to jointly identify, adopt, and excel in circular

economy practices in a way which is fair and inclusive. It seeks to do this through

a combination of pilot projects and providing targeted policy development and

capacity building support.

In Morocco, for example, the SWITCH pilot will work with a consortium of EU and

Moroccan private sector partners and the Moroccan government to establish

Morocco’s first PET bottle-to-bottle recycling process. Apart from demonstrating

the technical and commercial viability, key to the success of the pilot is

empowering and integrating over 900 informal waste pickers into the value chain.

The pilot will seek to address some of the key social justice issues facing informal
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workers including lack of formal legal recognition, lack of access to land to legally

conduct collection and sorting facilities, and lack of traceability.

* www.switchtocircular.eu.

 

Going forward - Just Transitions 

12 The second aspect of justice considerations for the circular economy transition is that

of  Just  Transitions  –  a  transition  that  ensures  mitigating  the  industrial  transition

impact on workers and communities and ensure workers have the right skills for the

future economy. It has started to penetrate political debates and research agenda on

sustainability  policy,  particularly  in the contexts  of  climate change and low-carbon

energy transition. It is also necessary to connect the dots with the circular economy

transition, as we first pointed out in a Chatham House report in 2020.13 

13 Although  the  just  transition  guidelines  published  by  the  International  Labour

Organization  (ILO)  in  2015  do  not  explicitly  mention  the  circular  economy,  the

guidelines call on governments to “undertake steps and design measures to facilitate

formalization and promote decent work, particularly in, but not limited to, the waste

management and recycling sectors”.14 It is also necessary to integrate provisions into

national plans and policies for the achievement of the SDGs. One of the overarching

objectives should be to support informal workers and MSMEs affected by the transition.

This is particularly relevant in the context of post-pandemic economic recovery.

14 An inclusive circular  economy is  one that  acknowledges workers’  rights  in shaping

policies directed at them. Social dialogue and participatory planning are key elements.

There is need for social protection measures alongside policies to close material loops,

provide support to develop national just transition plans, design and coordinate re-

skilling programmes and promote measures to ensure decent work. Yet, as has been

observed in the energy transition, there are potential tensions between the need for
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inclusiveness  and  the  speed  of  transitions.  Enhanced  citizen  and  stakeholder

engagement is a way of introducing justice and equity dimensions in circular economy

transitions and increasing social legitimacy, while working with front runners in the

industry may accelerate transitions but entrench injustices.15 

15 This  trade-off  is  particularly  relevant  in  the  case  of  digitalization and Industry  4.0

technologies in manufacturing. Organizations and countries with existing advantages

and digital strategies will be able to advance faster to circular manufacturing. Factories

will change. Circular production facilities and the wider value chains will be relying on

technologies like the IoT, automation and robotics, AI, and data analytics, which will be

prominently  featured  in  the  circular  economy of  the  future  to  save  resources  and

reduce waste.16 

16 New research projects are beginning to fill the gap in our understanding of economic,

societal, gender and policy implications of the circular economy paradigm. An example

is  the  EU-funded JUST2CE project17 which aims to  shed light  on which stakeholder

groups  can  be  classified  as  winners  and  which  one  as  losers.  Other  key  questions

include  how  to  ensure  inclusive  and  participatory  mechanisms  are  applied  when

designing products and technologies and managing the transitions.  The assumption

underpinning  the  project  is  that  the  success  of  a  transition  towards  a  sustainable

circular economy does not merely depend on the development of new technologies. It

requires the reconfiguration of the governance of productive processes through more

participatory mechanisms of designing and managing technology.

 

Understanding impacts of national transitions in Europe on

developing countries

17 The  international  impacts  of  the  European  transition  are  not  yet an  explicit

consideration of current circular economy policies at EU level. But this is changing, too.

The  Netherlands  Environmental  Assessment  Agency  (PBL)  looked  into  the  future

implications of the Dutch circular economy transition. The analysis shows that creating

a circular economy with positive impact abroad will require building in safeguards for

low-  and  middle-income  countries  from  the  outset.18 It  will  also  require  enhanced

coherence between national  circular economy policies and international  policies on

trade and development cooperation. This can help to strengthen the Dutch circular

economy transition as well  as  contribute to achieving the Sustainable Development

Goals, in the Netherlands and abroad. 

18 Furthermore,  understanding  the  impact  of  changing  consumption  patterns  in  the

Global North on producing countries in the Global South requires attention as the shift

to sustainable lifestyles is underway with lowered material consumption, less waste,

and lower carbon footprints.  On the one hand, this should provide opportunities to

address existing inequalities in environmental justice, including addressing inequalities

in resource consumption and unequal access to essential goods and services. On the

other  hand,  there  will  be  impacts  on  workers  and  communities  working  in

manufacturing. Many low- and middle-income countries that rely heavily on ‘linear’

sectors such as mining, manufacturing of non-repairable fast-moving consumer goods,

textiles  and  agriculture,  and  the  export  of  these  commodities  to  higher-income

countries, are likely to be negatively affected by the shift to circularity. These countries

will  need  support  from  the  international  community  through  targeted  assistance
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programmes  if  international  trade  in  established  commodities  and  manufactures

declines in the medium to long term. For that reason, discussions about just transition

need  to  move  from  the  national  to  the  international  level  to  address  and  rectify

existing and emerging inequities between countries.

 

Conclusions: design out waste, design in social justice

19 To  avoid  the  circular  economy  transition  to  widen  existing  inequalities,  it  will  be

necessary not only to design out waste, but to design in social justice. 

20 Addressing the environmental injustices of the existing linear system, especially illegal

waste dumping, is a short-term priority. Bilateral and multilateral approaches to trade

arrangements can help addressing these issues of illegal waste dumping. There is  a

potential  role  for  the  WTO  to  make  trade  in  waste  and  secondary  materials  more

transparent and environmentally sustainable,  hold actors accountable,  as well  as to

reduce social injustices associated with processing and recycling. Initiatives like the

WTO’s Aid for Trade are well positioned to mobilize resources for developing countries

and addressing emerging trade-related impacts of the circular economy.

21 From  a  distributional  perspective,  the  key  issue  is  how  to  support  economic

diversification and retraining of workers in producing countries. Financial mechanisms

to  enable  just  transitions  will  be  important  to  enable  this  type  of  industrial

diversification. For example, in the context of multilateral development banks’ work on

climate and decarbonization,  a  set  of  just  transition principles  were developed and

launched at COP26. A next logical step could be to adapt these principles for the fast-

evolving financing frameworks for circular economy transitions.

22 More  International  cooperation  programmes  to  provide  technical  assistance  and

capacity building are needed. 

23 Finally, the political economy and geopolitics of the circular economy transition are

little  understood.  If  and  how  the  existing  unequal  power  relations  in  global  value

chains can be reconfigured as  we design circular  systems needs more attention.  In

times  of  rising  geopolitical  tensions  and  risks,  these  considerations  are  becoming

increasingly important to ensure both a just and accelerated transition.
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ABSTRACTS

A successful  circular economy transition relies  on inclusiveness and social  justice.  Two main

equity  dimensions  should  be  considered for  the  circular  economy transition to  be  inclusive:

rectifying  existing  injustices  of  mismanaged  waste  and  pollution  that  affects  hundreds  of

millions of people worldwide on the one hand, whilst anticipating and addressing the negative

future impacts on workers and industries that the transition from a linear to circular economy

will create, on the other hand. To do so, understanding the impacts of national transitions in

Europe on workers and communities in developing countries will be key, notably how to improve

economic  diversification  and  retrain  workers  in  producer  countries,  and  how  to  increase

stakeholder engagement.
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