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Global demand for resources continues to grow, driven by an increasing world population and improving standards of living. In the 20th century, the world experienced
a four-fold population growth and a 23-fold increase in economic output. Almost all
predictions are that resource demand will continue upwards. The world’s population
is expected to exceed nine billion by 2050, and by 2030 there will be three times the
current number of people with middle class consumption levels in the now-developing
world. Global extraction of resources is expected to increase by 75 percent in the next
25 years1.
To keep the European economy operating, we currently use 16 tonnes of materials per
person per year. Out of that, 6 tonnes per person become waste, and almost half of
those 6 tonnes ends up in landfills. And already today, the European Union imports
six times more materials and resources than it exports2.

1

Commission Staff Working Paper accompanying the Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe (SEC(2011) 1067
final).

2

European Environment Agency (2010), The European Environment, State and Outlook 2010: Thematic Assessment – Material Resources and Waste and Eurostat Comext statistics,
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These resource use trends are quite simply not sustainable. They are the result of an
economic model that developed during a century of falling materials prices during
which we used materials more and more wastefully and did not put a true economic
and social value on protecting our natural capital.
With our natural resources over-exploited, the question is how we get away from today’s
linear economic model where we mine, manufacture, use and throw away. And how
do we create highly needed jobs?
A circular economy promises a much brighter future for the European economy than
today’s still predominant linear model. It would allow Europe to rise to the current
and future challenges of global pressure on resources and rising insecurity of supply.
Pumping resources back into productive use again and again, cutting waste and reducing dependence on uncertain supplies is a direct route to improving resilience and
competitiveness. By helping to decouple resource use and its impacts from economic
growth, a circular economy offers the prospect of sustainable growth – growth, in other
words, that will last.
In this overall context EU waste policy has a vital role to play, even though, of course,
waste management is only one part of the production cycle (Figure 1).

Figure 1:

Circular economy

More ambitious and well-implemented waste management systems would contribute
to preserving valuable materials and ensure their reinjection into the EU economy.
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EU waste legislation sets very clear requirements in this respect: the waste hierarchy
gives clear priority to prevention, re-use and recycling of waste, and its binding targets
on re-use, recovery, recycling and the reduction of landfilling aim at steering waste
into the right treatment method. The objectives and targets set in European legislation
have been key drivers to improve waste management, stimulate innovation and change
consumer behaviour.
Building on the Commission’s Resource Efficiency Roadmap of 2011 3, the 7th
Environment Action Programme adopted by the European Parliament and EU Member
States in 20134 confirms the EU approach to waste management and establishes more
specific objectives:
• Existing waste legislation based on a strict application of the waste hierarchy is fully
implemented in all Member States;
• absolute and per capita waste generation is in decline and a comprehensive strategy
to combat unnecessary food waste is developed by the Commission;
• high quality recycling is ensured and recycled waste is used as a major, reliable
source of raw material for the Union;
• energy recovery is limited to non-recyclable materials;
• landfilling of recyclable and recoverable waste is phased out;
• a quantitative reduction headline target for marine litter is established, supported
by source-based measures.
These objectives have served as guiding principles for the Commission’s recent proposal
to review EU waste policy.

1. Current challenges for waste management in Europe
In parallel with the comprehensive body of EU waste legislation developed over the
past forty years, waste management in Europe has witnessed significant improvements:
separate collection of waste has increased, more waste is recycled back into materials
and products, and less waste is landfilled and dumped in nature. We are also much more
aware of the threats of poor waste management and of the benefits of managing it well.
Nonetheless, when it comes to applying the waste hierarchy the way waste is managed
in Europe still is far from ideal. In particular, differences between Member States (and
regions) remain very considerable. Where some countries landfill less than five percent
of their municipal waste, the landfilling rates of others are still over 80 percent, and where
3

COM(2011) 571

4

Decision No 1386/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 November 2013 on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2020 ‘Living well, within the limits of our planet’ (OJ L 354,
28.12.2013, p. 171).
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some incinerate over 50 percent of their municipal waste – and yet face incineration
overcapacities – others have incineration rates more in line with the waste hierarchy.
As a consequence, a significant amount of potential secondary raw material continues to
be lost for the European economy. As can be seen from the graph below, in 2010, total
waste production in the EU amounted to 2,520 million tons, an average of five tons per
inhabitant/per year. From this total, only a limited (albeit increasing) share – 36 percent,
or 1.8 ton per inhabitant/per year – was effectively recycled. 37 percent – or 1.9 ton –
was simply sent for disposal, most of it in landfills (11 percent) or in areas designated
for the storage of mining waste (21 percent). The remainder was either backfilled
(10 percent) or incinerated – 6 percent, of which only four percent with energy recovery.
Six percent of all waste in the EU remained untreated, and the remaining 5 percent
was disposed otherwise5.
Other disposal 5 %

Landfilling 11 %

Untreated waste 6 %

Disposed on
landsoils 5 %

Recycling 36 %
Disposed on
land-mining 21 %

Figure 2:

Incineration 2 %
Energy recovery 4 %

Backfilling 10 %

2.5 billion tons

2010 data

Overall waste treatment in the EU
Source:

Eurostat 2013

Around 1,620 million tons of waste containing valuable secondary raw materials or
energy was lost for the EU economy. Even though under current technical conditions
not all of this waste could have been avoided, re-used or recycled, this is a very significant loss of (material and financial) resources. When deducting all mining waste,
soil and the amount of waste subject to energy recovery or backfilling, the remaining
potential for re-use and recycling can be estimated at 600 million tons.
Raw materials are one of the most important input costs for European manufacturing companies, making up around 30 to 40 percent of their average cost structures.
Furthermore6, the EU is not self-sufficient in the supply of many resources, including
critical raw materials. For some of these materials, import dependency is significant.
In addition, on average, real resource prices increased by more than 300 percent between 1998 and 2011 (Figure 2 7) and are set to rise further due to the expected growing
demand for resources.
5

Eurostat data published in 2013

6

Assessment of cumulative cost impact for the steel (2013) and aluminum industry (2013), http://ec.europa.
eu/enterprise/sectors/metals-minerals/files/steel-cum-cost-imp_en.pdf and http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/
sectors/metals-minerals/files/final-report-aluminium_en.pdf

7

Ecorys (2013), Mapping resource price – the past and the future.
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2. Waste Policy Review: Commission’s new proposal
On 2 July 2014, and as part of a circular economy package, the European Commission adopted a legislative proposal reviewing recycling and other waste-related
targets in the EU Waste Framework Directive (Directive 2008/98/EC), the Landfill
Directive (Directive 1999/31/EC) and the Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive
(Directive 94/62/EC).8
The proposal, which responds to a legal obligation to review the existing waste targets
in these three Directives, translates the strategic vision on resources and waste set out
in the Resource Efficiency Roadmap and the 7th Environment Action Programme into
concrete, legal terms. The proposal also includes measures to simplify and clarify EU
waste legislation and to improve its practical implementation. Its overall goal is to
create a clear and stable policy framework allowing public and private actors across the
EU – but also beyond its borders – to plan ahead and develop long-term investment
strategies focusing on prevention, re-use and recycling.
While the proposal touches upon various specific categories of waste – municipal waste,
packaging waste, construction and demolition waste, hazardous waste and waste sent to
landfills – it also contains several horizontal measures to support better implementation
and monitoring of existing legislation.
8

For more information on the circular economy package including legislative proposal, preparatory studies and
ex ante impact assessment see: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/index_en.htm
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The proposal pays particular attention to the management of municipal waste. In 2011,
municipal waste represented around 253 million tons (or around 500 kg/year/inhabitant),
constituting approximately 10 percent of total waste generated in the EU, 62 percent
of which (157 million of tons or 310 kg/year/inhabitant) was not re-used or recycled.9
Arguably, municipal waste is among the most complex waste categories to manage, inter
alia due to its mixed composition, proximity to citizens and high public visibility. Its
management requires elaborated systems including efficient collection schemes, infrastructure adjusted to its specific composition, active involvement by public authorities,
citizens and business, and often complex financing models.
The way municipal waste is managed in a country tends to be a good indication of the
quality of its overall waste management system: EU Member States and regions that
have developed efficient municipal waste management systems generally also have a
good track record in terms of overall waste management. In this sense, the still very
large differences between Member States with respect to municipal waste treatment
(Figure 4 below) are a double source of concern.
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Against the background of these various considerations the Commission’s proposal to
review existing waste targets aims at:
• Increasing recycling and preparing for re-use of municipal waste to 70 percent by
2030;
• increasing recycling and preparing for re-use of packaging waste to 80 percent
by 2030, with gradually increasing material-specific targets – to reach 90 percent
for paper by 2025, and 60 percent for plastics, 80 percent for wood, 90 percent for
ferrous metal, aluminum and glass by 2030;
• phasing out, by 2025, landfilling in non-hazardous waste landfills of recyclable
waste including plastics, paper, metals, glass and bio-waste (corresponding to a
maximum allowed landfilling rate of 25 percent), and promoting efforts to limit
landfilling to only residual waste – corresponding to a maximum of 5 percent of
waste generated – by 2030;
• promoting measures aimed at reducing food waste generation by 30 percent by
2025;
• introducing an early warning system to anticipate and avoid possible implementation
and compliance difficulties in Member States;
• promoting the dissemination of best practices in all Member States, such as better
use of economic instruments – e.g. landfill/incineration taxes, pay-as-you-throw
schemes, incentives for municipalities – and improved separate collection;
• improving traceability of hazardous waste;
• increasing the cost-effectiveness of Extended Producer Responsibility schemes by
defining minimum conditions for their operation;
• simplifying reporting obligations and alleviating administrative burdens for SMEs;
• improving the reliability of statistics through harmonized and streamlined
calculation of targets;
• improving overall coherence of waste legislation by aligning key definitions
(e.g. of municipal waste) and removing obsolete legal requirements.
The proposal has now been transmitted to the European Parliament and the Council
for further discussion and agreement.

3. New targets: ambition, realism and focus on implementation
The proposed new targets are based on a range of considerations, including several
an ex-post evaluations of the results achieved in the EU to date as well as an ex-ante
evaluation using a newly created European reference model on waste generation and
management. The proposal also takes into account a recent assessment of the waste
management performance of all 28 Member States and the compliance promotion
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initiatives targeting those Member States most in need of improving their waste management.10
On this basis a detailed impact assessment and a comprehensive public consultation
were carried out. The impact assessment first provides a baseline scenario for municipal
waste management in the EU and then evaluates the main environmental, social and
economic impacts of various policy options (including levels of ambition) to improve
waste management in EU Member States.
The proposed targets and the deadlines by which they should be attained (2025 and 2030)
were set by extrapolating a conservative average annual progression rate based on past
experience to all Member States. Thus, the proposal is based on a progressive, average increase of re-use and recycling by 3 to 4 percent annually, and a corresponding
decrease of landfilling.
This is a prudent approach allowing all Member States to apply new waste management
solutions and techniques at a reasonable pace and cost and at all stages of the re-use
and recycling chain (separate collection, sorting, recycling).
The Commission has also proposed to simplify the method used to calculate the
municipal waste target. Under current legislation Member States can choose between
four calculation methods. This creates confusion and makes it difficult to compare
performance across Member States. We have therefore proposed to only allow for one
method, based on the most reliable data gathered by Eurostat. As for some countries this
might imply a reinforcement of the existing municipal waste target we have proposed a
derogation mechanism which allows extending the current 2020 deadline by three years.
The proposed new targets were established in a ‘synergistic’ and consistent way so
that landfilling is progressively reduced while recycling is increased at a similar pace.
They are also consistent with existing obligations in the Waste Framework Directive,
in particular the obligation to ensure the separate collection of paper, metal, glass and
plastics by 2015.
The proposal also covers a novel, pro-active compliance monitoring (early warning) system. This system obliges the Commission to issue reports on the (existing and expected)
state of compliance with waste targets well ahead of the corresponding deadlines.
In these reports, the Commission must indicate the distance to targets and, where
necessary, propose measures – based on the list of best practice measures annexed to
the Directive – to meet these targets. On this basis, the Member States concerned will
need to prepare a compliance plan describing which of the proposed measures they
will adopt, how, and by when.
Another best practice element in the proposal aims at improving the functioning of
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes by setting minimum requirements
that Member States should respect when developing such schemes. A recent Commission study11 suggests that across Member States EPR schemes are applied in different
ways leading to significant differences in cost effectiveness.
10

For more information see: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/framework/support_implementation.htm

11

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/pdf/target_review/Guidance%20on%20EPR%20-%20Final%20Report.
pdf
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In association with the European Environment Agency (EEA) the Commission has
developed a reference modelling tool on municipal waste generation and management
to assess the impacts of different levels of targets. The tool will be hosted by the EEA
and will be made available to national authorities. It can be used by both Commission
and national authorities to regularly monitor distance to targets, anticipate progress in
waste management, and identify potential compliance risks. The Commission will use
the modelling tool in the context of the proposed early warning system, while it can
help Member States in their waste management planning at national level.

4. Expected impacts
In light of the significant financial losses caused by suboptimal management of potential
secondary raw materials the Commission proposal can make a significant difference.
It can put part of the 600 million tons of secondary raw materials currently buried in
landfills and burned without energy recovery to productive use. This is an important
step forward in times of soaring resource prices, resource scarcity and increasing global
competition for access to raw materials.
Increasing recycling rates will also contribute to the expansion of EU waste recycling
markets by boosting recycling industries, which need a critical mass of recyclable waste
before investments become profitable. Several countries are planning and implementing
forward-thinking strategies for managing waste in the future. EU companies already
are important exporters of technologies or services to markets outside the EU. A
far-sighted approach to managing waste and resources will foster innovation and skills
and will make European companies (even) more competitive in non-EU markets.
Commission studies carried out in preparation of the proposal suggest that 400,000
direct jobs could be created through proper implementation of existing EU waste legislation – and a further 180,000 by 2030 through the proposed new targets. Importantly,
most of these jobs would be impossible to delocalize outside the EU, since they would
be directly linked to local waste management markets – e.g. separate collection, sorting
centres, civic amenity sites, local re-use, recycling or composting centres.The positive
effective of greater resource efficiency on the wider economy are even more important.
In Europe, increasing resource productivity by thirty percent in 2030 could boost GDP
by around one percent and create more than two million jobs. It is estimated that measures such as better eco-design, waste prevention and re-use could bring net savings to
businesses in the EU of up to EUR 600 billion or eight percent of their annual turnover.
Improved waste management also contributes significantly to reducing greenhouse gas
emissions – 443 million tonnes avoided between 2014 and 2030, directly by cutting GHG
emissions from landfills, and indirectly by recycling materials which would otherwise
be extracted and processed. Moreover, improper waste management can have direct
consequences at local level such as landscape deterioration due to landfilling, local water and air pollution, etc. Finally, effective waste management focusing on prevention,
re-use and recycling has a direct effect on littering, which in turn will help address the
global problem of marine litter.
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5. Additional support to implementation
The proposed early warning system will be the main tool that the Commission can
use in monitoring implementation and compliance with EU waste legislation, but it is
not the only one. Another element worth mentioning is the proposed establishment of
national electronic waste registries for hazardous – and possibly other types of – waste.
We are also proposing clearer and more harmonised reporting and calculation methods.
Finally, envisaged simplified obligations for SMEs should reduce administrative burdens
without compromising the level of environmental protection.

6. A Communication on the circular economy
In parallel with its waste proposals the Commission adopted a Communication on the
circular economy. Building on the EU’s growth strategy Europe 2020, the Communication signposts several avenues for change, exploring how innovation in markets for
recycled materials, new business models, eco-design and industrial symbiosis can help
build a zero-waste economy and society. The Communication contains an aspirational
target, based on raw-material consumption to GDP, to increase resource productivity
in the EU by 30 percent in 2030 in order to help Member States focus their policies
and promote synergies across EU policy areas including enterprise, research and
employment.
The Green Employment Initiative accompanying the Communication sets a policy
framework to anticipate structural change and support workers in acquiring the new
skills needed to support the transition towards a greener and more resource-efficient
economy. In addition, the Green Action Plan for SMEs aims to help exploit the green
business opportunities available to small and medium enterprises: improving resource
efficiency, supporting eco-entrepreneurship and making the most of the opportunities
offered by greener value chains.

7. Final remark
Both for Europe’s future competitiveness and our environment it is essential that we
not only produce products using less raw materials, less energy and less water, but that
we are also able to replace virgin materials and imports with supplies of secondary raw
materials where they are available. In essence, the circular economy package that the
Commission tabled in July this year aims at making Europe a society without waste.
The package is a major contribution both to the Commission’s policy for growth and
jobs and to environmental protection. It is, in other words, a strategic answer to the new
reality of globalisation and increasing pressures on limited and scarce natural resources.
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