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Key Objectives:  

 To provide a national policy framework for Ireland’s transition to a circular economy 

and to promote public sector leadership in adopting circular policies and practices; 

 To support and implement measures that significantly reduce Ireland’s circularity 

gap, in both absolute terms and in comparison with other EU Member States, so that 

Ireland’s rate is above the EU average by 2030; 

 To raise awareness amongst households, business and individuals about the circular 

economy and how it can improve their lives; 

 To support and promote increased investment in the circular economy in Ireland, with 

a view to delivering sustainable, regionally balanced economic growth and 

employment; and 

 To identify and address the economic, regulatory and social barriers to Ireland's 

transition to a more circular economy. 
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1 What is the Circular Economy 

Today’s global economy is overwhelmingly based on a linear (‘take-make-waste’) model of 

production and consumption. The environmental impacts of this linear model, in which we 

extract great quantities of natural resources to make things that we may use only once 

before throwing them away, are not sustainable. Allowing resources and goods to go to 

waste also represents a significant loss of value and increases our dependence on complex 

global supply chains. 

The circular economy offers an alternative to this linear model, one in which we keep 

resources in use for as long as possible, extract the maximum value from them whilst in use, 

then recover and regenerate products and materials at the end of life.  

In part, circular economy activities are already commonplace: using a reusable cup for a 

coffee on the go, donating to charity shop, or having a pair of shoes repaired instead of 

throwing them away are all simple examples of extending a product’s lifespan through re-use 

and/or repair. 

A more specialised example of the circular economy is remanufacturing, which is an 

industrial process where products are taken apart, cleaned, repaired, and then reassembled 

to a ‘like-new’ standard so they can be used again. Remanufacturing is well-established 

practice in several industries, including the automotive and aviation sectors. 

Remanufacturing is not necessarily driven by environmental concerns, but by the high value 

of the remanufactured components and because maintenance cycles featuring scheduled 

remanufacturing are preferable to having components fail before they are replaced. 

So, circular economy principles and practices are not wholly new. 

However, a more ambitious, transformative approach to production and consumption is 

needed to achieve a systemically circular economy, one in which waste and resource use 

are minimised by default, in which good design preserves product value for as long as 

possible, via durability and repair and where, when a product has reached the end of its life, 

its parts can be readily used again and again to create further useful products.  

2 Why should we want a Circular Economy? 

Delivering a circular economy will have positive environmental, economic and social 

impacts, and a well-designed circular policy framework can maximise these impacts and 

identify co-benefits so that environmental ‘wins’ also provide economic and social 

opportunities, and vice versa. 
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This is why the Programme for Government, Our Shared Future, committed to a range of 

actions to support the transition to a circular economy. These included the establishment of 

a cross-Government Circular Economy Unit in the Department of the Environment, Climate 

and Communications (DECC), and the adoption of a Circular Economy Strategy. The 

adoption of this Strategy also represents an action under the Climate Action Plan 2019. 

In the best case scenario, a well-established circular economy would provide more access to 

better designed products, which can be shared, reused, repaired and remade. This in turn 

would provide opportunities for local manufacture and remanufacture, supporting local jobs 

and services with the lightest impact possible on the quality of our water, air, soil and health. 

In recent times, as a result of the COVID pandemic, we have seen the value of shorter and 

more localised supply chains in providing for our needs, as the fragility of global supply 

chains has been highlighted. 

In environmental terms, the central reason for a circular economy is simply that business as 

usual (‘take-make-waste’) is not sustainable, with global resource consumption outstripping 

the planet’s natural resource capacity. Increasing extraction of natural resources and 

disposal of waste is a major contributor to habitat and biodiversity loss and contributes to 

global warming. Half of total greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and more than 90% of 

biodiversity loss and water stress come from resource extraction and processing. Therefore, 

achieving a circular economy will play an important part in reducing global carbon impact 

and protecting natural resources, environment and health.  

Since 2018, the not-for-profit organisation Circle Economy has reported on the global 

‘circularity gap’, which measures total amounts of (re)cycled materials as a proportion of the 

total material inputs into the global economy each year. Essentially this metric tracks the 

development of the global circular economy. According to the Circularity Gap Report 2021, 

material consumption has trebled from 26.7 billion tonnes in 1970 to 92 billion tonnes in 

2017. It also estimates that the global circular economy needs to roughly double in size, from 

the current level of 8.4% of the total economy, if climate and wider environmental breakdown 

is to be avoided. The Report’s DISRUPT model, which outlines key elements of the circular 

economy is included in Annex 4. for information. 

Economically, the circular economy can also support viable and sustainable enterprise 

opportunities, jobs and training. The circular economy can thrive within multiple innovative 

business models – sharing schemes for consumer goods, bikes and cars; leasing 

arrangements for white goods, furniture, even clothing; re-use and remanufacture 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/ccb2e0-the-climate-action-plan-2019/
https://www.circle-economy.com/about
https://www.circularity-gap.world/2021#downloads
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businesses. New circular economy focused enterprises based on these business models are 

beginning to proliferate, and many longer-established companies are beginning to 

incorporate circular practices as well. The circular economy also requires workers skilled in 

repair and maintenance across all product types. This represents a (re)training and upskilling 

opportunity for both young and older workers across all regions of the country, and is 

therefore also well aligned with the national Just Transition effort. 

A 2018 EU Commission report on the impacts of circular economy policies on the labour 

market estimated that a circular transition could deliver an additional 700,000 EU jobs across 

all skill levels by 2030. It also noted that other studies have estimated a European circular 

jobs dividend of between 1.2 to 3 million, on the basis of increased consumer spending 

power as a result of cheaper recycled materials becoming more widely available. 

Inevitably, any economic transition of the scale involved in achieving a circular economy will 

involve adapting to new business models and consumption patterns. However, we have 

recently seen from the response to the COVID-19 outbreak how quickly businesses can 

adapt to deliver services in innovative ways, or develop new products to meet changing 

consumer demands.  

The social benefits of transitioning to a circular economy have also been clarified by our 

experience of the COVID pandemic and its potential long-term impacts on the way we live 

and work. The rise of remote working and the expansion of digital services provide an 

opportunity for Ireland to focus on inclusive, balanced and sustainable development, 

particularly in terms of regional and rural development. Well-designed circular economy 

policies can support these processes. For example, local repair hubs have the potential to 

support the economic and social renewal of town and village centres, which is an important 

part of balanced regional development and rural renewal and is also a Programme for 

Government commitment. Social enterprises have also long been associated with reuse and 

refurbishment businesses. Many have tapped the value of unwanted materials to build social 

capital in communities through training, retail and capacity building. Organisations such as 

Community Reuse Network Ireland (CRNI) are demonstrating how communities can live 

more sustainably and will continue to be important leaders in the transition to a circular 

economy. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/fc373862-704d-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/fc373862-704d-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1
https://crni.ie/
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3 The Circular Economy in Ireland Today and the 

Objectives of this Strategy 

One of the aims in producing this strategy is to demystify the circular economy, and to break 

down the gap between the circular economy as a policy concept and the circular economy 

as a myriad of actions that people are already taking on a daily basis. As set out at in 

Section 1 above, circular economy principles and practices are not new to Ireland, and in 

many cases are already commonplace. Rental and repair businesses can be found in most 

cities and towns, and many charities operate networks of shops re-selling a wide range of 

pre-owned goods. The use of digital platforms facilitating the sharing economy (e.g. 

DublinBikes, GoCar) is also well established, in addition to the many informal, self-

organising, local and community-based networks which facilitate re-use of household goods 

(e.g. local ‘Swap Groups’ for baby clothes and toys).  

This is alongside a mature and growing ecosystem of public (or publically-supported) bodies 

and initiatives which support and promote the circular economy, for example: 

 The National Waste Prevention Programme (NWPP) is a Government of Ireland 

initiative, led by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), which supports 

national-level programmes to prevent waste and drive the circular economy in 

Ireland. The NWPP provides funding programmes to support the development of 

novel solutions for the circular economy. The Programme’s priority areas are food 

waste, construction & demolition, plastics, agriculture, resources & raw materials and 

local waste prevention. The NWPP is currently undergoing a re-organisation which 

will see it become Ireland’s national Circular Economy Programme 

 The Rediscovery Centre is a national centre for the circular economy in Ireland. The 

centre brings together the skills and expertise of artists, scientists, designers and 

craftspeople united in a common purpose of sustainability. Located in the repurposed 

Boiler House in Ballymun, now a bespoke demonstration eco-facility, the Centre 

support four reuse social enterprises: Rediscover Furniture, Rediscover Fashion, 

Rediscover Paint and Rediscover Cycling. These businesses use unwanted 

materials for new product development and design demonstrating effective resource 

efficiency, reuse and low carbon living. The Centre is funded by the EPA, DECC and 

DCC, and supported by a range of public and non-public bodies. 

 CIRCULÉIRE is a €4.5m public-private partnership co-created by Irish Manufacturing 

Research and three Strategic Partners: DECC, the EPA, and EIT Climate-KIC. It has 

https://www.dublinbikes.ie/en/home
https://welcome.gocar.ie/brand/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&&utm_term=GoCar&utm_campaign=Brand%2BENG%2BDUB%2BSPART%2BADW%2BNM&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI-sK17ISZ7wIVVuDtCh0QKA3OEAAYASAAEgKen_D_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://www.epa.ie/waste/nwpp/
http://www.rediscoverycentre.ie/
https://circuleire.ie/
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25 Founding Industry Members. CIRCULÉIRE’s overarching objective between 2020 

and 2022 is to source, test, finance and scale circular manufacturing systems, supply 

chains and circular business models to deliver significant reductions in both CO2 

emissions and waste across CIRCULÉIRE’s membership over the project’s lifespan. 

 For the purposes of waste management planning, Ireland is divided into three 

regions, Southern, Eastern-Midlands and Connacht-Ulster Waste Regions. Each 

currently has a Regional Waste Management plan in place and is involved in: 

providing education and advice to households and communities to empower them to 

reduce, reuse and recycle; working with local authorities to achieve waste prevention 

and resource efficiency targets; and working with business to rethink their approach 

to waste management, by viewing our waste as valuable material resource. See 

Section 6. below for details of the future development of these plans. 

Ireland also benefits from the efforts of a vibrant network of voluntary, community and NGO 

groups, such as the Irish Environmental Network (IEN), Voice Ireland and CRNI, working in 

the resource efficiency and circular economy space. 

This wide-ranging activity at the national level is part of a larger global effort to achieve the 

circular economy. Across the United Nations (UN), the OECD and European Union (EU), 

there is unanimity on the need to transform our linear economy to a circular one as part of a 

carbon neutral future.  

The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals recognise the importance of achieving 

sustainable consumption and production patterns, and the OECD is leading a major study on 

circular economy potential at city-wide and regional levels. Ireland will continue to support 

and participate in these and other international projects. 

Much of the specific context for circular economy activity in Ireland derives from EU policy 

and legislation. EU strategies to re-align Europe’s economy towards a more circular model 

are central to the ‘European Green Deal’, culminating in the Second Circular Economy 

Action Plan launched in March 2020. The 2020 Circular Economy Action Plan ‘For a cleaner 

and more competitive Europe’ from the European Commission recognises the need to 

accelerate this transition to the entire mainstream economy. See Annex 5 for further details 

of the 2020 Action Plan. 

Building on this EU activity, in September 2020, Ireland adopted its own ambitious new 

Waste Action Plan for the Circular Economy (WAPCE), which will inform and give direction 

to waste planning and management in Ireland over the coming years. The Plan commits to 

significantly increasing Ireland’s performance in relation to waste management, resource 

https://ien.ie/
https://voiceireland.org/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
http://www.oecd.org/cfe/regionaldevelopment/circular-economy-cities.htm
http://www.oecd.org/cfe/regionaldevelopment/circular-economy-cities.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/pdf/new_circular_economy_action_plan.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/pdf/new_circular_economy_action_plan.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/4221c-waste-action-plan-for-a-circular-economy/
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efficiency and the circular economy. The Plan’s ambition is underpinned by an extensive list 

of actions and deliverables, one of which is the development of this Circular Economy 

Strategy. 

Ireland is currently either fully achieving or are on track to achieve all our EU waste targets. 

This is a positive achievement in and of itself, and highly significant in light of the fact, as 

recently as 2005, the European Court of Justice found Ireland to be “generally and 

persistently” failing to meet the requirements of the EU Waste Framework Directive. 

However, Ireland’s new ambition is to move beyond simple compliance, and together with 

that high level of ambition comes a broader focus on developing the circular economy as 

opposed to waste management targets. 

Unfortunately, on this broader measure of circularity, Ireland currently lags behind its EU 

peers. In 2019, Ireland’s circular material use rate (which measures the share of material 

recovered and fed back into the economy - thus saving extraction of primary raw materials - 

in overall material use) was the second worst in the EU. Ireland’s rate was 1.6%, compared 

to an EU average of 11.9%. The best performing EU Member State, the Netherlands, 

achieved a rate of 28.5%.  

While there are numerous reasons for Ireland’s performance, e.g. the structure of the 

domestic economy and our location as an island on the EU’s geographic periphery, it is 

notable that those countries which have been most successful in moving towards circularity 

appear to benefit from having overarching circular economy policies. These policies provide 

a cohesive framework for government, private sector and civil society activity, and clearly set 

out national ambitions and priorities in relation to the circular economy.  

3.1. This Strategy 

Ireland’s policy on the transition to a circular economy has been clearly set out in the Waste 

Action Plan for a Circular Economy: Ireland is fully committed to transitioning to a circular 

economy and embracing the opportunities that this transition can bring. Those opportunities 

will include contributing to the restoration of our national habitats, supporting our 

achievement of climate neutrality, and delivering sustainable, regionally balanced economic 

growth and employment. 

This strategy’s first key objective is to provide the initial framework for the actions to 

enable the realisation of that policy, and to promote public sector leadership in 

adopting circular policies and practices. A cohesive whole-of-Government strategy will 

identify the relevant public and private actors, define Ireland’s overall ambition in relation to 
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the circular economy, and indicate those sectors and methodologies which will be important 

to achieving our ambition.  

Ireland’s Circular Economy Strategy will be an evolving document, which will be regularly 

updated in light of progress achieved, and as new opportunities and challenges are 

identified.  

This first iteration is not intended to be an action plan but does reflect specific targets already 

set and actions already being taken (see Section 6. below). Subsequent versions of the 

Strategy will incorporate additional targets, and will more closely resemble the ‘action-plan’ 

format of the WAPCE. Each new version of the Strategy may also be supplemented by 

thematic analyses of specific sectors and/or activities, e.g. the scope for embedding circular 

practices within resource intensive sectors, or the potential for digital services and novel 

manufacturing techniques to ‘design-out’ waste.  

It is anticipated that the Strategy will be updated in full every 18 months to 2 years. 

4 Ireland’s Ambition and Approach 

In line with the WAPCE, Ireland’s ambition is to move beyond target compliance and to 

become a circular economy leader among our European peers.  

Specifically, by 2030 Ireland’s ambition is to significantly improve its circular material 

use rate (in both absolute terms and in comparison with other EU Member States) so 

that our national rate is above the EU average by the end of this decade. Achieving 

this improvement in the circularity gap is the second key objective of this Strategy. 

This will be very challenging given Ireland’s starting position and the fact that other Member 

States will also be seeking to improve their performances. However it is achievable, through 

increased public awareness of and engagement with the circular economy, and through 

increased investment. 

Therefore the third and fourth key objectives of this Strategy are respectively: 

 To raise awareness amongst households, businesses, communities and individuals 

about the Circular Economy and how it can improve their lives (see Section 5. below 

for further details); and 

 To support and promote increased investment in the Circular Economy in Ireland, 

with a view to delivering sustainable, regionally balanced economic growth and 

employment. 



9 

 

To achieve this it will be necessary to adopt a whole-of-Government approach, with the 

development of the circular economy led by the Minister for the Environment, Climate and 

Communications (the Minister), but involving all Ministers and Government Departments, as 

well as local government and relevant state agencies. Where relevant, all available policy 

levers, including regulatory, fiscal and procurement decisions, should support Ireland’s 

ambition to achieve a circular economy and its 2030 target, while also considering any 

negative social or economic impacts.  

Identifying the economic, regulatory and social barriers to the development of the 

circular economy in Ireland, and the development of solutions, will be an ongoing 

priority and is the fifth strategic objective of this Strategy. 

Where such barriers derive from EU policy and/or legislation Ireland will consistently 

advocate for pro-circular economy reform. When advocating for these reforms Ireland will 

seek to join or lead common efforts with other ambitious EU Member States, pooling our 

collective influence to maximise EU ambition in relation to the circular economy. The next 

iteration of this Strategy will identify specific opportunities for such cooperation at the EU (or 

wider international) level. 

Circular economy policy development, by Government and the wider Public Sector, will be 

carried out in the first instance by a new Circular Economy Working Group to be chaired 

by DECC. This Working Group will be established following the publication of this Strategy 

and the Minister will be seeking participation from across the Public Sector. 

And while policy responsibility will ultimate rest with Minister for the Environment, Climate 

and Communications, the EPA, through the new Circular Economy Programme, will 

continue to play a central role in Ireland’s circular transition. The new Programme will look 

beyond waste management, to promote circularity as an economic model and to enhance 

coherence and alignment among national, regional and local activities. It will provide for a 

competitive programme of circular economy supports through innovation grants, 

sponsorships and seed-funding. The Programme will also improve the national knowledge 

and provide an evidence base to inform circular economy development in Ireland. 

Annex 2 provides an overview of the range of actors across the public, private and voluntary 

sectors whose work will support achieving the circular economy. Beyond developing a pro-

circular policy framework, Government will continue to support research, education and 

training in relation to the circular economy, via national research programmes as well as by 

availing of relevant EU funding. 
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Green Public Procurement policies will support the establishment and/or expansion of 

markets for circular products and services, as set out in both the Programme for 

Government and the WAPCE. In line with the international approach discussed above, 

Ireland will identify opportunities to participate in and/or lead multinational green 

procurement initiatives, so as to leverage greater economies of scale through cooperation, 

than Ireland would be able to achieve as a single small-to-medium sized market. 

Government will continue to provide direct support to circular economy initiatives, particularly 

those which are community and/or voluntary led. Consistent with the prudent management 

of the public finances, Government will seek to steadily increase direct support for such 

initiatives. The first example of this increased support is the launch of the new Circular 

Economy Innovation Grants Scheme, announced by Minister Ryan on 16 April 2021. The 

Scheme will provide annual funding (initially set at €250k, with the aim of increasing to €1m 

per annum within 4 years) for innovative projects which can support development of the 

circular economy at the national or regional level. The Scheme is particularly aimed at, 

though not limited to, community, voluntary and NGO led initiatives. 

However, engagement between Government, the private sector and civil society goes 

beyond the provision of direct and/or indirect supports. Both the private sector and civil 

society are themselves significant drivers of the circular transition and Government are 

committed to a collaborative approach with all stakeholders. Going beyond the whole-of-

Government approach discussed above, and embracing a wider whole-of-society agenda for 

the circular economy, will be a hallmark of Ireland’s transition. Learning from the highly 

positive experience of stakeholder engagement with the WAPCE, a new Circular Economy 

Advisory Group, representing all relevant stakeholders and sectors, will be established to 

support the implementation of this Strategy and to provide input to the development of 

subsequent iterations. All members of the current Waste Advisory Group will be invited by 

the Minister to join the new Circular Economy Advisory Group. 

Extensive and ongoing stakeholder engagement is particularly important in relation to the 

circular economy as, while the circular transition can and should deliver greater value for 

money to consumers, poorly designed or implemented policies could result in negative 

economic and social impacts. At every stage in the further development of Ireland’s circular 

economy policy, Government will actively seek the views of stakeholders with a view to 

improving policy design and avoiding negative socioeconomic outcomes.  
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5 Communicating the Circular Economy  

One major social barrier to the circular transition is lack of public awareness about what the 

circular economy is, how it relates to everyday purchasing and consumption decisions, and 

the potential environmental, health and economic benefits associated with increased 

circularity. This lack of awareness, where it translates into lack of demand, then acts as a 

drag on investment in the circular economy.  

A related but separate barrier is found where consumers and/or businesses are aware of the 

circular economy as a concept, but lack confidence to invest in circular products or services. 

This could be due to concerns regarding, for example, a perceived lack of quality in re-used 

or repaired goods, or doubts as to the environmental credentials of nominally ‘green’ 

products. This point is already being addressed by the Second Circular Economy Action 

Plan, which recognises that empowering consumers and public buyers is an important 

element of the transition to circularity and will propose legislation to ensure consumers 

receive trustworthy product information about durability, reparability and the credibility of 

green claims.  

Improving consumers’, households’ and businesses’ basic understanding of the circular 

economy’s potential should therefore represent a major goal of national policy. The 

development of this Strategy represents only an initial, though nonetheless important, step in 

that process, by providing a coherent whole of government policy objective, and by providing 

stakeholders with a single point of reference in relation to the ‘direction of travel’ in circular 

economy policy.  

However, further action is needed as a priority, and therefore during 2021 the Circular 

Economy Working Group will develop proposals for a national circular economy online 

platform, and for an overarching national circular economy ‘brand’ for Ireland. In doing so, 

the Working Group will consult regularly with the Circular Economy Advisory Group. These 

proposals will be finalised and the implementation phase commenced within 12 months of 

the publication of this Strategy. 

The establishment of a national online platform will provide an authoritative source of 

information about what the circular economy is and how the circular transition is taking place 

in Ireland, identifying key actors, ongoing initiatives at the local, regional, and national levels, 

and areas of likely future progress. Bringing all of this information within a single platform will 

benefit not only households and businesses, but also circular economy practitioners and 

policymakers by facilitating an overview of the full range of circular economy activity, 

including areas of possible duplication and/or gaps. 
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The adoption and widespread use of a national brand will likewise increase public 

awareness, and identify and reward best practice. The initial focus of such branding will be 

on publicly supported/funded circular economy projects and initiatives, with a view to 

delivering high levels of public recognition. Branding will also be incorporated into relevant 

policy documents across Government, as well as into circular economy training and 

education material.  

In developing the next iteration of this Strategy, consideration will be given to a wider roll-out 

of the national circular economy branding, to non-public sector organisations (e.g. NGOs) 

and to private sector circular economy enterprises, products and services. Such an 

expansion of the brand (which in this context could be seen as analogous to a certification 

mark) could significantly improve consumer confidence in circular goods and services in the 

marketplace, and could complement and reinforce EU action to improve product information, 

if implemented appropriately.  

Demonstration projects can also play an important role in raising awareness of the circular 

economy in general and novel circular applications in particular. Ireland will encourage the 

establishment of such projects, assisting project proposers in aligning project design with 

national policy priorities, in identifying public and private, national and international funding 

sources, in facilitating direct engagement with policy makers and public authorities. Further 

support will also be provided in relation to communication strategies for such projects, in 

order to maximise their impact. The launch of the new Circular Economy Innovation 

Grants Scheme is an example of this approach. 

6 Work in Progress and Further Policy 

Development  

6.1 Underpinning the circular economy transition – 

legislation and funding 

The Circular Economy Bill will give effect to a number of actions in the WAPCE. It will, 

amongst other things, provide for the necessary legislative underpinning for relevant waste 

management enforcement measures and for the introduction of new environmental levies 

designed to incentivise more sustainable behaviours. Ireland has been successful in using 

levies such as the Plastic Bag Levy and the Landfill Levy to drive positive behaviour change. 

The new levies will seek to drive change in our use of single use goods such as coffee cups. 

In terms of broader circular economy issues, the Bill will also propose a statutory 

requirement for a Circular Economy Strategy to be in place and to be periodically revised by 
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Government. Placing subsequent versions of this Strategy on a statutory basis will ensure 

that the circular economy remains a priority for Government. As of the date of publication of 

this Strategy, DECC is currently preparing a draft of the Bill with the aim of enactment in the 

course of 2021. 

The Bill is also intended to provide for the introduction of a range of new economic 

instruments to effect behavioural change. Building on the successful introduction of the 

plastic bag and landfill levies, new levies are proposed in respect of waste recovery, 

disposable coffee cups and other single use items. While the primary objective of these 

measures is to bring about improved environmental performance and support circular 

behaviours, the income generated is expected to support a reconfiguration of the 

Environment Fund to become Ireland’s Environment and Circular Economy Fund, ring-

fenced to support environment and circular economy projects and initiatives.  

6.2 WAPCE Measures 

An efficient waste management system is an essential component of the circular economy. 

The WAPCE has set out an ambitious suite of measures to continuously improve Ireland’s 

waste management systems, minimise waste and improve resource efficiency. These will all 

contribute to the circular transition, but the Plan also includes a number of actions 

specifically related to the circular economy. The creation of a cross-Government Circular 

Economy Unit, the publication of this Strategy, and forthcoming establishment of the Circular 

Economy Working Group represent examples of important actions which have already been 

delivered. A full list of the WAPCE circular economy actions is included in Annex 1, and 

future versions of this Strategy will include updates on further progress. 

In addition, the Regional Waste Management Planning Offices, and the City and County 

Management Association (CCMA) are carrying out preparatory work to replace the existing 

Regional Waste Management Plans with a new National Waste Management Plan (NWMP) 

for a Circular Economy which will contain targets for: re-use; repair; resource consumption; 

and reducing contamination levels. A pre-draft public consultation in relation to the new 

NWMP was launched on 11 March 2021 and will be followed by a post-draft consultation 

planned for Q4. 

6.3 Deposit Return Scheme 

The Programme for Government and the WAPCE set out Government’s commitment to  

introduce a Deposit and Return Scheme (DRS) for plastic bottles (up to three litres in 

volume) and aluminium cans. The DRS being introduced will focus on plastic bottles and 
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aluminium cans because too few of these are being captured for recycling by our current 

system and too many are being discarded as litter. During October- November 2020, DECC 

conducted a public consultation on DRS design options. The consultation received a 

significant number of submissions and these are now being considered by DECC. 

The timeline for further steps in the introduction of the DRS is as follows: 

a) Public consultation on preferred model and draft regulations (Q1 2021); 

b) Commencement of underpinning legislation (Q3 2021); 

c) Introduction of scheme (Q3 2022). 

6.4 Green Public Procurement 

As noted in Section 4. above public procurement policies can be an important contributor to 

the circular transition and demonstrates Government’s commitment to supporting green 

purchasing and improved availability and affordability of sustainable goods and services. 

DECC works closely with the Office of Government Procurement (OGP) and the EPA to 

promote Green Public Procurement (GPP) in line with the objectives of the WAPCE, and 

the Programme for Government commitment to updating all procurement frameworks, in line 

with GPP over the next three years 

A GPP monitoring and reporting template, capturing the frequency and value of green 

criteria in public procurements over €25,000, has now been developed. The template was 

circulated to all government departments in late 2020 and will feature in the Annual Report of 

each government department from 2021. Government Departments are now also required to 

include future opportunities for the inclusion of green criteria in their annual Corporate 

Procurement Plans. 

Beginning in October 2020, the EPA has developed an online GPP training programme for 

procurement officials in Government Departments, State Agencies, Local Authorities and the 

Education Sector. 

A full updating of Green Procurement – Guidance for the Public Sector 2014 was initiated by 

the EPA in 2020. Following a targeted consultation with key stakeholders, the guidance is 

now at final draft stage and will be published in Q1 2021. 

Green Government: The 2019 government initiative on public sector leadership for 

sustainability is being developed further, in line with commitments made in the Climate 

Action Plan 2019. GPP is being promoted alongside waste prevention measures in energy, 
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water and materials through a series of workshops and supports being rolled out by the 

EPA. 

In addition to these specific initiatives, the OGP chairs an interdepartmental Strategic 

Procurement Advisory Group which seeks to promote the incorporation of social, innovative 

and environmental considerations in public procurement. OGP and DECC are currently 

finalising arrangements to accelerate the work of that Group in relation to GPP. 

6.5 Areas for Further Policy Development  

As discussed in Section 3.1 above, subsequent iterations of this Strategy will include more 

detailed actions and targets, including sector specific targets. Without presupposing the 

specific content of the next such iteration, it is already possible to identify a number of 

sectors within the Irish economy that have the potential to make significant contributions to 

the circular transition.  

Within the Construction and Demolition sector, greater resource efficiency and resource 

re-use could avoid the need for millions of tonnes of virgin raw materials per annum, as well 

as reducing the carbon intensity of our built environment. The development of the next 

iteration of this Strategy should support and enhance existing circular initiatives on the part 

of the sector, for example through the work of the EPA’s reorganised Circular Economy 

Programme. 

Increased circularity within the Agricultural sector can support lower farm costs and 

reduced climate and environmental footprints, through reduced use of external inputs, 

closing nutrient loops, and minimising harmful environmental discharges. Agricultural wastes 

can also represent a valuable feedstock for the Bioeconomy. Further development of this 

Strategy should build on existing sectoral initiatives, such as the EPA/IFA’s Smart Farming 

programme, and ensure consistency between national policy in relation to the circular 

economy, the bioeconomy and climate action. 

Circular Design is fundamental to achieving a circular transition, minimising waste at design 

stage, prolonging product lifespan through enhanced durability and repairability, and 

ultimately facilitating resource recovery and re-use. Establishing Ireland as a circular design 

hub can both support the circular transition and enhance national competitiveness. Future 

policy development should frame the circular economy as a key component of Ireland’s 

research and innovation agenda. 

Digital Services are particularly suited to the circular economy, either through direct digital 

provision (e.g. substitution of physical hardcopies with digital copies) or through indirect 
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digital provision (e.g. online shopping, ehealth provision, etc.). Ireland has also recognised 

the potential of Circular Manufacturing through its support for the CIRCULEIRE. Future 

iterations of this Strategy will prioritise maximising the potential of both digital services and 

circular manufacturing within the circular economy, and in particular should identify potential 

synergies between the two activities. 

In addition to new techniques, specific business models are particularly favourable for 

the Circular Economy. Recent OECD research identifies the following as the main circular 

business models: Circular supply models; resource recovery models; product life extension 

models; sharing models; and, product service system models. Identifying the potential for 

these models within the Irish economy will be important. 

Annual Irish Textiles waste is estimated at over 200,000 tonnes. While the WAPCE will also 

address the issue of textiles from a waste management perspective, specific circular 

economy opportunities exist in relation to the redesign and re-use of textiles into new 

clothing and other products. Additionally, the use of textile waste as a secondary raw 

material can provide opportunities for new domestic manufacturing. 

There is significant potential to increase rates of Repair and Re-use within the economy, 

and as mentioned, the forthcoming National Waste Management Plan will provide for setting 

targets for both. Future policy will develop specific proposals in relation to the inclusion of re-

used and repaired goods in relevant publicly funded initiatives, and will consider the potential 

of local and community-based initiatives such as Repair Hubs and ‘Libraries of Things’. The 

issue of product liability (particularly in relation to consumer electronics and white-goods) as 

a barrier to the increased use of repaired and re-used goods will also be examined. 

Increasing Ireland’s circularity rate will also contribute to meeting our national Climate 

objectives. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation estimates that climate action efforts focusing on 

a transition away from fossil fuels towards renewables and supplemented by energy 

efficiency measures can only address 55% of emissions. The remaining 45% comes from 

making things. Therefore, making those things in ways that are more circular and less 

resource intensive has a key role to play in climate action. As such, ongoing alignment 

between policy in relation to climate action and the circular economy should be prioritised. 

Elements of the above will be delivered through the development of standalone Sectoral 

Circular Economy Roadmaps, and a very high-level outline of potential actions for a 

number of resource intensive sectors is set out in Annex 3. 

https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/
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7 Conclusion 

With rising global populations and rising global living standards, access to resources will 

increasingly be a strategic consideration for developed and developing nations alike. Natural 

resources continue to provide crucial raw materials that are used across the global 

economy. Transitioning to a circular economy which re-uses and retains the value of these 

resources and materials will support these rising living standards without putting 

unsustainable pressure on the global environment.  

At home, achieving a circular economy will be central to meeting Ireland’s Climate ambitions 

and can deliver economic, social and environmental benefits which align with other 

Government priorities around employment, social inclusion and balanced regional 

development. But such a fundamental transition must be, and must be seen to be, fair and 

based on widespread consultation and engagement across society.  

This Whole-of-Government Strategy sets out the framework through which all of these 

strands may be addressed and, as national circular economy policy develops, ambition 

matched with fairness and transparency will be the cornerstone of Ireland’s approach. 
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Annex 1: Circular Economy Actions under the 

WAPCE 

1. In line with the Programme for Government commitment we will establish a circular 

economy unit within this Department with a mandate to ensure a whole of 

government approach to the circular economy. COMPLETE 

2. One of its first tasks will be the development of a high-level all of government circular 

economy strategy. COMPLETE 

3. We will reconfigure the existing National Waste Prevention Programme to make it 

Ireland’s Circular Economy Programme. Led by the EPA, it will have a designated 

coordinating role to support the Department’s Circular Economy Unit in overseeing 

national, regional and local activities to improve coherence and alignment of national 

and local activities and ensure maximum impact. UNDERWAY 

4. Working with the Regional Waste Management Planning Offices and the City and 

County Management Association we will replace the existing Regional Waste 

Management Plans with a National Waste Management Plan for a Circular Economy 

containing targets for: Reuse; Repair; Resource consumption; Reducing 

contamination levels. UNDERWAY 

5. We will establish an interdepartmental Circular Economy Working Group with priority 

departments. COMPLETE 

6. We will develop Circular Economy Sectoral Roadmaps that include priority waste 

prevention targets. ONGOING 

7. We will seek to ensure Ireland can maximise supports that are available from the EU 

for circular economy projects and for priority sectoral material streams, for example 

through the LIFE Programme 

8. We will support an environmentally ambitious approach at EU level in negotiations on 

future revisions of waste directives and circular economy initiatives. 

9. In line with the Programme for Government commitment we will support the Office of 

Government Procurement in developing and implementing a sustainable 

procurement model that seeks to minimise the environmental impact and optimise 

the public benefit of products and services procured. UNDERWAY 
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10. We will review objectives and practices of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) 

schemes for capitalising on circularity potential.  

11. We will raise awareness amongst policy makers and elected representatives as to 

how circular economy developments can support regional development and jobs. 

12. We will provide opportunities for the commercial sector to participate in the transition 

to circularity for example using sectoral pledges for sustainable products and 

practices. 

13. We will amend legislation in relation to end-of waste and by-products to remove 

barriers to circular economy developments.  

14. We will develop a communications strategy around promoting the meaning and 

potential of a transition to a circular economy. FOR COMPLETION 2021 

15. Working with other stakeholders we will seek to ensure skills for a circular economy 

such as design repair and refurbishment are included in national future skills and Just 

Transition planning. 

16. We will advocate for the inclusion of reused and repaired goods in publicly funded 

initiatives. 

17. We will expand reuse, repair and sharing supports through the new Circular 

Economy Programme and other public programmes. 

18. We will expand public sector and public bodies’ roles in reuse via Green Public 

Procurement and Circular Public Procurement setting a minimum target for 

procurement of used goods. UNDERWAY 

19. We will investigate a national reuse target and press for new EU targets. 

20. We will explore the role that Ireland’s digital sector can play in accelerating our 

transition to a circular economy. 
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Annex 2: Main actors in the circular economy in 

Ireland 

Source : Realising The Opportunities For Enterprise In The Bioeconomy And Circular 

Economy, DBEI 2019 
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Annex 3: Preliminary Outline of Actions for 

Inclusion in Sectoral Circular Economy Roadmaps 

Sector Potential Actions 

Construction  Increased use of offsite design and manufacture 

 Modular building design 

 Refurbishment and retrofitting of existing stock 

 Tackling dereliction and bringing stock back into occupancy 

 Increase use of Construction & Demolition Waste as a secondary 
construction material 

Transport  Increased use of telecommuting, as well as of local and regional hubs 

 Prioritising resource efficient personal mobility, e.g. walking and 
cycling 

 Expanding public transport capacity and promoting shared mobility 
schemes 

 Efficient end-of-life vehicle waste management schemes 

Agrifood  Reduction of fossil fuel and chemical external inputs 

 Divert agricultural and food waste into the Bioeconomy 

 Interventions to reduce food supply chain losses 

 Reduce food waste at retail, commercial and household level 

 Identify opportunities for ‘low and no’ levels of food packaging, 
consistent with food safety and hygiene requirements 

Consumer 

Goods 

 Promote design for improved repairability, durability and increased 
energy efficiency 

 Increase level of remanufacturing for consumer goods 

 Extend use of EPRs 

 Promote leasing and sharing based business models 

 Incentivise take-back and refurbishment models for large household 
goods 

 Address product liability for repaired and re-used goods 
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Annex 4: The DISRUPT Model of the Circular 

Economy 

D 

Design For the Future: Adopt a systemic 

perspective during the design process, to employ 

the right materials for appropriate lifetime and 

extended future use. 

I 

Incorporate Digital Technology: Track and 

optimise resource use and strengthen connections 

between supply-chain actors through digital, online 

platforms and technologies. 

S 

Sustain & Preserve What’s Already There: 

Maintain, repair and upgrade resources in use to 

maximise their lifetime and give them a second life 

through take-back strategies, where applicable. 

R 

Rethink the Business Model: Consider 

opportunities to create greater value and align 

incentives through business models that build on the 

interaction between products and services. 

U 
Use Waste as a Resource: Utilise waste streams 

as a source of secondary resources and recover 

waste for reuse and recycling. 

P 

Prioritise Regenerative Resources: Ensure 

renewable, 

reusable, non-toxic resources are utilised as 

materials and energy in an efficient way. 

T 

Team Up to Create Joint Value: Work together 

throughout the supply chain, internally within 

organisations and with the public sector to increase 

transparency and create shared value. 

Source: Circle Economy, The Circularity Gap Report 2021 
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Annex 5: The EU’s Second Circular Economy Action 

Plan 

Following on from the EU’s first Circular Economy Action Plan in 2015, the European 

Commission has adopted a new Second Circular Economy Action Plan in 2020, as a central 

component of the European Green Deal. The Green Deal is Europe’s plan to make the EU's 

economy sustainable by turning climate and environmental challenges into opportunities, 

and making the transition just and inclusive for all. The new 2020 Action Plan announced 

initiatives along the entire life cycle of products, targeting for example their design, promoting 

circular economy processes, fostering sustainable consumption, and aiming to ensure that 

the resources used are kept in the EU economy for as long as possible. It introduces 

legislative and non-legislative measures specifically targeting areas where action at the EU 

level brings real added value. 

Actions 

The new Circular Economy Action Plan presents measures to: 

 Make sustainable products the norm in the EU; 

 Empower consumers and public buyers; 

 Focus on the sectors that use most resources and where the potential for circularity 

is high such as: electronics and ICT; batteries and vehicles; packaging; plastics; 

textiles; construction and buildings; food; water and nutrients; 

 Ensure less waste; 

 Make circularity work for people, regions and cities, 

 Lead global efforts on circular economy. 

Implementation 

The Commission has begun work on implementing the 35 actions under the new Plan. On 

10 November 2020, the Commission adopted the new Plan’s first milestone: a proposal for a 

Regulation to modernise EU legislation on batteries. The aim is that batteries placed on the 

EU market are sustainable, circular, high-performing and safe all along their entire life cycle, 

that they are collected, repurposed and recycled as a valuable raw material. 

Source: EU Commission  

 


