Feasta input into the Circular Economy Waste Advisory Group process.
Following is a summary of the input into the Irish Department of Communications, Climate
Action and Environment's Waste Advisory Group consultation process on the circular
economy by Feasta member Féidhlim Harty. The group met from January to May 2020.
Irelands current waste policies are due for revision in mid 2020, and as such are currently
being reviewed and updated into a new policy with a working title of “Waste Action Plan for
a Circular Economy”. This plan is to inform government policies in relation to waste
prevention, waste management and hazardous waste. A Waste Advisory Group was set up to
feed into the plan, chaired by the Department of Communications, Climate Action and
Environment. As part of this process five representatives from the Irish Environmental
Network were invited to participate. I was nominated as the representative from Feasta to
attend and input into the 6-month consultation process (Jan-May 2020); along with the other
IEN representatives: Sorcha Kavanagh from the Conscious Cup Campaign1, Laura Niessen
from the Rediscovery Centre 2, Mindy O'Brien from VOICE3 and Carrie-Ann Moran from
NCBI4. The advisory group also had representatives from the EPA, Local Authorities, trade
unions, farmers groups and business sectors such as retail, manufacturing, waste
management, hospitality and others.
The advisory group met for two discussion meetings in Dublin at the beginning of 2020, but
the restrictions imposed in response to the Coronavirus meant that our meetings were moved
to an online platform for the remaining 6 sessions. Each meeting had a set topic, covering the
following areas:
1. Citizen engagement in the circular economy
2. Plastics and packaging waste
3. Deposit and return schemes
4. Market structure of the waste management industry
5. Food waste
6. Enforcement
7. Construction and demolition waste
8. Waste actions for a circular economy
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The meeting format typically involved one or two speakers delivering a brief presentation on
the topic under discussion, followed by contributions from participants. Discussions were
often interesting, but I found it disturbing to see that a central theme was the importance of
increasing Ireland's recycling rates as a solution — without sufficient acknowledgement of
the value of limiting the the generation of plastics etc. at the beginning of the supply chain.
Also, I felt that there was insufficient realisation that we simply cannot build a circular
economy on a foundation of fossil fuels. Its a contradiction in terms to use non-renewable
energy sources as the basis for a society which purports to be circular in its use of materials
and resources.
That said, in general terms there seemed to be widespread acceptance in the Department and
amongst participants of the importance of the circular economy and the ecological
improvements that it promises. I also found it encouraging that a number of speakers
mentioned the need to move away from the term waste and the wastefulness that it
encourages and towards more careful management and rerouting of resources.
The time for meetings was generally quite brief so only a proportion of participants shared
their perspective without really having the time and space to tease out the issues more
thoroughly. Many of the discussions brought me into contact with opinions other than my
own particular world-view. I'm sure it was probably good for me, even though seemingly
business-as-usual attitudes are often a source of fear and sadness when viewed beside what
we have to loose and have already lost in the world. It is possible that with more time and a
greater number of face-to-face meetings we would have had more opportunity to get to
understand more fully the different perspectives shared. This was highlighted for me when I
followed-up on one seemingly divergent viewpoint in an email discussion and discovered a
lot of common ground despite initial apparent differences.
What follows is a record of my contributions to the consultation process, with minor edits for
clarity where necessary. The final document produced by the Department will be available in
due course on their website5.

1 – Citizen Engagement in the Circular Economy
Following are my responses to the questions raised by the department (in italics below) for
consideration as part of the first meeting:
Transition to a circular economy will require action from all sectors of society. Members of the
Advisory Group are influential representatives of a wide variety of interests and sectors. What role can
you and/or your organisation play in engaging citizens in the roll-out of a Waste Action Plan in a
Circular Economy?

The sector I represent is the Irish Environmental Network, and specifically Feasta, the
Foundation for The Economics of Sustainability, within the IEN. There are plenty people
who are active and engaged with this issue (of wishing to promote more circularity of
resource use within society) in the organisations of which I am a part, however one of the
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major obstacles to greater engagement by citizens is a distinct impression that input is
unwanted and unwelcome at government level.
As a local example, the recent Clare Climate Adaptation Plan was aired for consultation; an
involved process was hosted by a collective of local groups with an active interest and a lot of
expertise in this area. A submission was then filed with the Local Authority. The final Plan
was published with no changes whatsoever, which was very disheartening to us all. At
national level the Housing and Planning and Development Bill 2019 appears, whether
intentionally or otherwise, to actively curtail citizen involvement in planning decisions.
The role I can best offer in this advisory group is to highlight the enthusiasm for positive
change that is present in the country and the great feeling of frustration and anger that
participation is not more constructive, effective and democratic. There needs to be a
consistent message from the department and across all levels of government in Ireland: we
invite your submissions and we are willing to take these on board and make changes in
direction as a result of the feedback offered.
Effecting behavioural change will require that we encourage positive practices and behaviours while
also seeking to discourage and/or prohibit others: how do we ensure an appropriate mix?

Here we need to shift the reward systems. Currently we subsidise fossil fuels and other
environmentally damaging industries to the tune of over €4bn per year. If this money was
stopped in the morning, and diverted instead to environmentally constructive endeavours we
would immediately see a sea-change in our climate and biodiversity trajectories. Public
education will only ever play a secondary role in behavioural change if the reward systems
are stacked in favour of a waste-generating linear economy of funded fossil fuels, the raw
material for plastics.
Thinking about how to effect a national transition to a more circular economy and the specific waste
related elements, what are the main citizen engagement challenges in your view?

When changes to subsidies are made (item 2 above), some products and services will become
more expensive and some lower cost – as the rewards shift from environmentally destructive
to environmentally regenerative industries and endeavours. It is important to explain to the
general public the connection between the changes in pricing and the wider environmental
emergency. The issue of water charging became so politically charged because it was viewed
partly as a preparation for the sale of a public resource.
One way to carry public opinion is to ensure that the rising price of fossil fuels, and all of the
products and services on which they are based, is matched by a dividend which is clearly
visible and directly attributable to the fossil fuel price rises. Feasta's Cap and Share model6
proposes a reducing cap on the amount of fossil fuels that can be imported or extracted (in
line with the requirements of emissions reductions required by the IPCC to avert tipping
point scenarios in global climate breakdown). Secondly, energy companies bid for the rights
to import or extract the limited amount available, and the price inevitably rises as a result.
However this is not a tax, it is a dividend distributed to the general public or a public
investment programme. The result is a rise in the price of energy-heavy products and services
with a relative fall in the price of low-energy or zero-energy equivalents. Thus the price
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changes remain very visible to the general public and the end result clearly a net gain for the
environment and circular economy, and a clear reward system to engage fully with pursuing
those products and services that encourage greater energy savings and circularity.
Given the ongoing challenges in tackling climate breakdown how do we best connect individual waste
management practices and behaviours with mitigating the effects of climate change?

Rather than focusing on the promotion of altruistic behaviours (however ultimately beneficial
to people) we urgently need to change policy so that the short term financial reward systems
directly setter consumer decisions towards climate-safe options and purchases.
To take just one example; at present we are in the situation where it is often considerably
cheaper to fly or drive than to take a boat or public transport respectively. Public education is
important, but must be accompanied by policies that permit people to avoid being penalised
for pursuing the more ecologically sustainable path.
How do we translate the concept of a circular economy into meaningful, practical actions for
households, businesses, individuals?

The main focus of this process must be on shifts in policy. Households, businesses and
individuals will follow the reward systems set out.
Do you have specific examples of successful citizen engagement initiatives from Ireland or elsewhere
in recent years? What made them successful? What can we learn?

A number of highly effective examples come to mind; chiefly the plastic bag levy, which has
effectively removed plastic bags from every ditch and hedgerow in the country, without ever
even needing to appealing to people's altruistic side. Ireland was one of the first countries in
the world to have such a measure, and it has been to our great credit.
The smoking ban in public places had similar success. It was effective almost overnight, and
although contentious in some limited quarters, it is another example of being ahead of the
curve globally.
The success of these was a clear, direct policy implementation and a shift in the reward
systems: cash savings in the case of plastic bags; and prosecutions for the premises owner in
the case of smoking. Imagine how quickly littering would change if the manufacturers of the
litter were prosecuted instead of those who dump it. It would simply be designed out of the
supply chain. Littering is not simply sweet wrappers on the streets, it extends to microplastics
from clothes washing and tyre wear on roads as well.
Perhaps the most effective way to encourage a circular economy is simply ban all single use
plastic items; and indeed all single use items per se (since the energy and resource input
needed are high regardless of raw material origin). That would immediately create a market
for returnables and closed loop resource cycling.
To support informed decision-making by the general public on all matters waste related how do we
ensure a more consistent, environmentally sustainable message?

Environmental literacy needs support at all levels; in school, third level education,
workplaces, media, in advertising and at government level. The thrust of our current narrative
is towards economic growth, even at the direct expense of a safe or habitable natural

environment. This pursuit of economic expansion is the main focus of education, most forms
of employment, the main media message and the main narrative in government.
As a specific measure, we must tackle greenwashing so that people are not further confused
by the mixed messages that exist in the media. The Advertising Standards Authority must be
tasked with the role of ensuring that environmentally destructive technologies, such as cars
for example, are not permitted to be called eco-friendly7. Hybrids and lithium battery
technologies do not qualify as eco-friendly, they are merely very marginally less ecologically
destructive than petrol or diesel.
Further, government policy must lead with a clear environmental message that underlies the
seriousness of threat to life posed by the current climate and biodiversity crises. To deliver a
consistent, environmentally sustainable message we must first examine the underlying
assumptions in the value systems of government. If economic growth remains our main
driving motivation, then we are in grave danger of disappointing the children and young
people who are striking and protesting for meaningful climate action. Either we believe that
the International Panel on Climate Change findings are correct and that the measures needed
are indeed a matter of life or death for many millions of humans and other species, or we
deny that there is validity in them and carry on with business as usual. Then if we decide that
action is needed, we need to transpose the urgency of the IPCC message into every
government department at ever level in order to drive the changes that are needed.

2 – Plastics and Packaging Waste
Following are my responses to the questions raised by the department for consideration as
part of the second meeting:
For the manufacturing/retail sector:
What role can you play in producing viable reusable food containers for on the go consumption?

Rather than limiting ourselves to reusable containers, edible food containers are an obvious
choice for any on-the-go food items. Ice cream cones, sandwiches and wraps are all designed
to be used and consumed on the move. Cornish pasties were designed to be eaten by lead
miners so that when they had finished the pasty, they could discard the crimped pastry at the
edges which had lead contamination on them from handling the ore. Other possible
opportunities for edible containers include chip cartons from fast food outlets, and food
containers at markets, festivals and events, for example.
What are the obstacles to customers bringing their own food containers to shops?

FH: a notable obstacle to this being common practice is the ready availability of free plastic
bags. The plastic carrier bag tax made a sweeping change to our shopping habits for carrier
bags, and a similar change for small bags may be an effective way to encourage the reuse of
smaller bags, boxes etc for dry goods, fish, meat etc.
Are there additional products that are suitable for consumption reduction?
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One of the many things that Covid-19 has shown us, is that our consumption habits routinely
extend well beyond the realm of actual necessities. We have dramatically reduced our
consumption of flights, travel, gifts, clothing, household items etc. without any consequent
reduction in human needs such as food, water and clean air. In fact, globally we can see that
air and water quality have improved, sometimes markedly, under the reduced manufacturing
and travel conditions we find ourselves in. The question then becomes, how do we encourage
a society where consumption per se is either discouraged, or is at least not actively
encouraged by relentless advertising and the drive for increased DGP at nation state level?
How do we as citizens and government, genuinely move to a circularity in our economy and
society, where consumption is reduced across the board, and where a slower-moving, more
reflective and self reliant population is encouraged (none of which add to GDP, but all of
which can add greatly to ecological recovery and to human fulfilment and wellbeing.)
Can Extended Producer Responsibility Schemes play a role in meeting targets for plastic and
packaging waste?

For EPR schemes to be worthwhile they should not only cover the cost of closing the loop on
the products or raw materials in question, but also historic clean-up operations for existing
leakage into the wider environment. An obvious requirement would be for the oil industry,
ultimately the source of the plastic products, packaging and other wastes in our oceans, to
fully fund ocean clean-ups of both macro and micro-plastic waste. Cleaning up general ocean
plastic is arduous enough as it is, but microplastic clean-up may most reliably be carried out
by fitting every sewage treatment outfall with screen filters of a sufficiently small pore size to
trap all microplastic fibres from washing machine use; and to filter all road runoff similarly
for tyre microplastic filtration. To have this carried out on a global or even national scale is a
huge undertaking, but to back away from it simply because it looks too large reneges on our
responsibilities to future generations for the losses to wildlife and to ocean health. In point of
fact, if the oil industry, or plastics industry, cannot adequately clean up historic and current
environmental pollution of their products, then these should go the way of DDT, deildren,
lead paint, asbestos and a whole array of other products once considered safe until we learned
of their true impacts.
Could modulated fees drive change and transform our approach to plastic and packaging waste?

While modulated fees can form part of the transition to an overall reduction in plastic
production, they should not be seen as a long term reason for difficult wastes to remain
within the supply chain. Biodiversity losses, climate breakdown and overall ecological
systems collapse are now so far advanced that I propose more immediate changes through
banning of any materials/products that are not readily reused or recycled; deposits on
materials/products that are reusable or recyclable; and then finally modulated fees perhaps on
recyclable items to encourage the move to reusables – or on plastic items to encourage the
move to natural materials. Remember that packaging can be a very low-tech affair, that can
be as simple as a wicker basket or cotton bag. No doubt there are also higher-tech solutions
such as bioplastics from hemp and other plants that can fill the current niche dominated by
hydrocarbon plastics. Fee modulation would be inherently part of packaging and plastics if
the Feasta Cap and Share process were to be rolled out nationally or internationally, since the
energy/carbon balance would be taken into account in the price of the oil/gas used in
manufacture, transport, (and ideally disposal).

How do we influence decisions made at the product design stage to ensure circular economy design
principles are adopted- can a viable, fully recyclable single polymer plastic be manufactured?

Even effective plastics recycling can be problematic insofar as it is a source of microplastics
into the wider surrounding environment; and the manufacturing of plastics is increasingly
based on fracked gas, with its disproportionate climate impact. Instead can we ask the
question: how do we best encourage the development of extensive reuse infrastructures in our
supermarkets and supply chains? Alternatively: How many opportunities can you find in your
manufacturing processes to eliminate plastic and other single use packaging from the supply
chain completely?
For the Local Government Sector - How can the event / planning / waste licencing systems be used to
reduce the use of single-use plastics. For example, Should planning rules for events include
provisions relating to the use of single use plastics for beverages and food?

Government has a crucial role to play in the move away from single use packaging and from
plastic, but this requires changes mostly at national government level, rather than at local
level. Due to the serious impact that plastics, and the breakdown into microplastics, have on
the wider marine environment and other natural environments; and due to our requirements to
cut back on fossil fuel use to curb the worst impacts of climate breakdown (of which plastic
manufacture inevitably contributes), it is essential that we rapidly and systematically move
away from plastic as a raw material where ever possible. Despite its versatility, durability
and low cost, plastic use needs to be seriously curtailed to those items only for which readily
available alternatives are more difficult to find, such as medical and electronic uses for
example.
In our household we have endeavoured to move away from plastics and packaging where
possible and we have found that many everyday items of plastic or packaging can be readily
substituted or eliminated. Following are some of the items which can readily be eliminated
from the supply chain in their plastic form, in favour of their natural material form, which is
readily and safely biodegradable:
➢ Kitchen utensils (in favour of wooden or metal utensils which are longer lasting as
well as being more beautiful and pleasant to use – I've yet to find a good alternative
for spatulas... to get the last of the food out and not waste in one area to avoid waste in
another).
➢ Shopping bags (cotton, jute, hemp, bamboo alternatives).
➢ Small meat/fish bags (plastic or metal boxes or glass jars of a suitable size).
➢ Small dry goods bags (smaller versions of the eco-friendly shopping bags – easy to
make from remnant material).
➢ Cartons (if refill infrastructure was readily available for milk, yoghurt, soup, juice etc.
then plastic, including mixed material, cartons would be readily avoidable)
➢ Kitchen film (beeswax wrap covers, a covered bowl or lidded box).
➢ All single use household items such as paper tissues, kitchen paper and serviettes;
plastic straws; single use plates, bowls, cutlery, cups, plastic glasses, fire lighters... all
have alternatives which are reusable, or are readily avoidable and as such the plastic
packaging that accompanies them all can be readily avoided.
➢ Shampoo and conditioner containers (refill or as bars rather than liquid).
➢ Soap (as unwrapped or paper/card wrapped bars).

➢ Washing up liquid and washing detergents (refill bottles or plastic-free cardboard or
paper containers).
➢ Dental floss (silk or bamboo) and tooth brushes (bamboo handle; also available with
natural bristles).
➢ Tooth paste (tooth powder in metal tin, or home made powders using existing kitchen
ingredients).
➢ Even for multiple-use items there is a turnover of plastic which ultimately breaks and
needs to be replaced, at the expense of more fossil fuel use; such as household and
garden furniture for example.
➢ Plastic clothing in its many forms (instead use cotton, wood, bamboo, hemp etc. to
eliminate microplastic generation via washing machines).
European legislation is already moving in the direction of limiting the use of some of these
items, but here in Ireland we could work with both legislation and with manufacturers to
phase out the vast majority of plastic from our shop shelves and thus our homes.
In addition to the above, electronic devices such as mobile phones are designed to be
replaced as regularly as possible to maximise profits at the expense of not only reliability and
durability, but at the expense of environment and society as well. It would be an easy matter
to introduce/strengthen legislation around repairability of all electronics to extend their
durability, and to ensure that software upgrades do not encourage phone replacements. There
is a waste element for both the electronics themselves and for the extensive packaging that
they are presented in.
By phasing out plastics and in-built waste at manufacturing level via national legislation, the
restriction of plastic use at festivals/events would be unnecessary. However one of the ways
that a certain amount of waste could readily be eliminated or reduced via local government
interventions is the establishment of storage yards/buildings at bring sites for the extraction,
storage and resale of good but unwanted items. One of the private waste companies in Clare
already offers this service and sells items as diverse as scaffolding planks, concrete blocks,
bicycles, dolls, books, gates, piping, signs and an old aeroplane body. Currently the local
authorities are limited in doing this work by, apparently, a legal issue around ownership of the
items by the recycling company once they arrive at the council yard. Surely it should be an
easy matter to divert good but unwanted items to storage for resale to the public as a zero
resource, zero energy service to avoid new purchases with the associated carbon and resource
footprint.

3 – Discussion on Deposit Return Schemes (DRS)
Following are my responses to the questions raised by the department for consideration as
part of the third meeting:
In principle, would you support the introduction of a DRS as part of Ireland’s approach to meeting our
targets under the SUP Directive?

In principle, yes I think that a DRS would certainly help to recoup plastic and aluminium for
increased recycling of general waste – however it is very important that we move steadily
away from plastic and aluminium entirely, and reintroduce the infrastructure for reusable
glass bottles and jars. The carbon footprint of plastic (made increasingly from fracked gas)

and aluminium (high embedded energy material) make these unsuitable as compared with
reusable glass containers. Thus in a time when the IPCC has said we need urgent and
unprecedented changes if we are to meet our climate targets (targets which are very important
if we are to survive as a society into the next century) then we need to make changes across
the board, including minimising the inherent energy involved in our packaging infrastructure.
If so, do you have a preference for a voluntary or statutory DRS?

Statutory measures are essential now. The time for voluntary participation has come and gone
and the consequences of not reducing plastic in the environment and carbon footprint in
packaging generally are too serious to let lie any longer.
Can the targets set by the EU be achieved without the introduction of a DRS - are there alternatives to
DRS to achieve the targets?

Yes, there are alternatives – I am in favour of an immediate phase out of aluminium cans and
plastic bottles from the supply chain, and the introduction of glass bottle/jar deposit and
returns. This will require different infrastructure from automated plastic and aluminium
return machines, so it may be best to return to a crated storage infrastructure as was in place
only a generation ago.
Research suggests significant up-front capital cost for the introduction of a DRS. How should this be
funded?

For plastic/aluminium DRS, the investment should come from the primary producers of
either the packaging or the beverages within them. Coca cola bottles accounted for 43% of
global plastic bottle litter in one survey8, and should pay a proportionate cost of any DRS
designed to reduce such pollution.
For glass bottle infrastructure, similarly the cost of the packaging and washing infrastructure
should be paid for by the main producers. It would be helpful if the government were to fund
a centralised national washing facility for receipt, washing, verification and redistribution of
a standardised bottle style in a number of specific sizes; and similarly with jars. However the
cost of this facility can be paid off over a number of years by the producers who use the
bottles/jars. Any imported containers would need to pay a levy to cover the cost of separate
management to ensure that the domestic glass washing market is protected from non-glass
container imports, which would seriously undermine the environmental focus of the process.
Ideally this would all be initiated at EU level, with washing facilities in each country or
region and minimum movement of empties to minimise carbon footprint on transport.
Imagine having a washable container infrastructure in Ireland with zero waste and minimal
energy inputs. Breakages can be recycled, but having fully washable containers will
revolutionise our carbon and resource footprints and put us at the forefront of environmental
policy at EU and global level. We were world leaders with the plastic carrier bag tax and can
be again by heavily taxing non-glass containers and using the revenue to pay for the
transition to reusable glass.
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4 – Market Structure
Feasta article note: This discussion meeting wasn't the most interesting one for me. The
conversation was about how the waste management market is currently organised. From the
framework of a waste generating society I'm sure that this is an important discussion,
however what is needed is a full dismantling of “waste collection” and the creation of
networks to reutilise resources in the form of everything from returnable bottles, to furniture,
to scrap metals for recycling. The latter, arguably more essential discussion, was not what the
meeting was about.

5 – Food Waste
These two graphics are a summarised version of the recommendations in Tristram Stuart's
book Waste9 submitted, along with a verbal contribution outlining the main issues, as part of
the Waste Advisory Group process for the fifth meeting.

Note also that not all food waste has an equal carbon footprint and waste footprint. My own
book Towards Zero Waste10 focuses a lot on food simply because of the amount of waste
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packaging associated with it; and with the hidden wastes associated with food production and
processing. In our assessment of food waste nationally we will be most effective at creating a
circular economy if we also consider the methods used in farming, processing and transport,
and not simply the visible waste at home and from supermarkets etc in isolation.
In tandem with reducing the waste of food in our farms, factories and homes, it is important
to look at the waste implications of food, food production and land use on a wider scale. To
have a truly circular economy we need to close loops at every level and avoid leaking waste
from the system; be that in the form of food, energy, plastic or any form of single use
packaging. The mindmap below shows the measures associated with food, farming and
landuse from Paul Hawkin's book Drawdown11 and the drawdown project website. These
account for approx one quarter of all GHG emission savings or carbon sequestration
potential. Figures shown are the gigatons of greenhouse gas emission savings or carbon
sequestration potentials (GT CO2-eq, 2020-2050).

6 – Enforcement
Following are my responses to the questions raised by the department for consideration as
part of the third meeting:
Are there alternative forms of waste regulation/enforcement which could be more flexible and
effective?
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Introduction of Waste Cost at Purchase
The primary reason for illegal dumping is to avoid the cost of proper disposal. The main
reason for the rise in illegal waste operations is to profit from the space between collection
and proper disposal by avoiding the cost of proper disposal. Both of these problems can be
readily addressed by charging up front for waste collection as part of the purchase of any
item. Thus everything from sweet wrappers to mattresses would have an associated waste
collection charge included in the purchase price. This is completely in line with the polluter
pays principle, charging the purchaser, while also steering, in a very modest way, towards
zero waste options at the point of sale.
Another benefit of this process would be a shift in waste collection practices. Given that the
service is already paid for, home owners would not have to pick and choose based on
operator price plans, but would have the service provided free of any additional charge.
Instead of multiple operators collecting in a single housing estate at different times of the
week, the local authority would contract out the service to a single operator in a given area.
The same contractors would still function within their own county areas, but divide the work
by geographical boundaries rather than house by house.
At present contractors are squeezed by different financial pressures and competition, to the
point where good education engagement for each household is financially uneconomic. A
modest charge at purchase would also provided much needed funds to allow operators to
engage in home owner education, which has already been identified as a very effective
method for encouraging proper bin usage habits. At the time of bidding for a contract for a
given area, education would become part of the overall contract sum.
Another aspect of illegal dumping is littering. Most casual littering is the result of
carelessness rather than cost avoidance per se, and would thus not necessarily be addressed
by the “waste cost at purchase” measure. Most casual littering includes a high proportion of

cans, bottles and disposable cups. The former of these could be readily reduced by the
introduction of a deposit and return system; while cups can be made from 100%
biodegradable paper which would at least rot into the soil if dumped at roadsides. The cost of
a deposit scheme should come from the “waste cost at purchase” fee process.
Most litter collection is carried out by Tidy Towns groups and concerned citizens and it is
important that this work is either assisted to a great extent by local authorities (funded under
the cost at purchase scheme) or is rewarded by provision of greater financial assistance for
local projects within the community.
Is the culture of compliance in Ireland sufficiently developed to enable us transition to an alternative
model?

The “waste cost at purchase” model would encourage compliance by virtue of the service
being essentially free to the end user, and thus remove financial incentives to dodge proper
rubbish collection.
What measures are required to respond to the links between waste crime and other forms of serious
criminal offences, such as organised crime?

The “waste cost at purchase” model would eliminate waste crime since all contracts would be
issued by local authorities to waste collection companies and the gate fees would be free of
charge thereafter, so there would be no benefit to illegal dumping.
Note that other measures will be needed to encourage greater rates of recycling, given that
the costs of disposal will be free to the waste contractors and homeowners. Most people are
used to recycling now, and with greater education and a consistent media message about the
benefits of proper social practices, Corona has shown that compliance can be very high.
How can performance be best measured from both a qualitative and quantitative perspective?

The plastic bag levy was immediately measurable by observing that the hedgerows were
suddenly free of their usual adornment of flapping plastic. The “waste cost at purchase”
scheme would be readily quantifiable by the revenue generated and then spent on education
and remediation of historic problems. There is an urgent need for adequate funding to address
the following legacy issues:
➢ to clean up old dump sites;
➢ to initiate large scale litter clean-ups of beaches and out-of-the-way places;
➢ to fund global ocean plastic clean-ups;
➢ to add filters to all sewage outfalls to contain microplastics until such time as plastic
fabrics are phased out;
➢ to add filters to road runoff locations to filter tyre plastic fines until such time as fully
biodegradable tyres are developed and introduced. Tyres contribute c.50% of all
microplastic pollution;
➢ to reintroduce a glass bottle/jar collection/washing infrastructure in Ireland so that all
containers can be fully zero waste in nature, an essential cornerstone of any circular
economy;
➢ to support the development of zero waste alternatives to common household items that
currently use plastic, from dental floss to coffee cups to clothing. Signifiant public

investment is needed to assist with the move from a single-use plastic economy to a
natural-fibre circular economy.

7 - Construction and Demolition Waste
Rather than sticking with the typical Q&A process I approached this issue as an article from
the outset, and contributed the following as a response to the Department:
As with all waste streams, the place to look first is not at the full skip outside a typical
construction site and wonder where to dump it, or how best to recover the few recyclables
that are present and downgrade the concrete blocks into low grade aggregates... The place to
start is with the design; with what goes onto the shopping list for the builder in the first
instance.
Materials
First lets look at the materials that go into a standard construction project. Concrete, steel,
glass, roofing materials, tiles and floor coverings, timber and a host of associated chemical
preservatives, glues, admixtures, fillers and resins. Then there are insulation materials,
plumbing fittings and piping, electrical wiring, devices and fittings, paints and finishes.
All this before ever we consider furnishing or other material choices associated with the
occupancy of the building. In the Living Building Challenge12 the house is assessed for
qualification as a living building only after 12 months of occupancy, so that the overall
impact of the dwelling as a used building is considered, and not simply the design and
construction methodology.
Following the basic Reduce, Reuse, Recycle model, it becomes quickly apparent that our
building design and material selection processes can be amended to provide large
contributions to the creation of a circular economy. There are many materials substitutions
that can be incorporated for house construction instead of the conventional waste- or energyintensive options.
Concrete block construction can be replaced with structural timber. This is perhaps the most
straightforward substitution, but other materials also have distinct advantages. Straw bale
construction, for example, has excellent fire prevention characteristics when lime rendered;
provides its own insulation; and produces a perfectly strong, comfortable and durable home.
This ticks the Reduce option. For Reuse and Recycle, Timber can be reused after removal
from old buildings, and if broken or too small for reuse, untreated timber can safely be used
as a fuel wood for home heating. Straw bale can be composted after demolition, thus feeding
the soil in which the cereal crop was first grown in a perfect cycle.
Cement plasters can be replaced with lime, hemp or clay renders, often with pigments
included to eliminate the need for painting. Glass may not have many suitable substitutions,
but is endlessly recyclable directly back into new glass rather than downcycling into a lower
grade product, which is the norm for many materials, loosing energy and resources along the
way.
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There are many more examples for substitution of building materials that Reduce the toxic or
non-recyclable wastes; maximise the Reusability of reclaimed materials at the point of
demolition/dismantling of the building and make Recycling of materials safer and more
effective. In any circular economy model it is essential that materials that do not make this
grade of being easily reused, recycled or otherwise safely reused are systematically phased
out of the supply chain.
A wider look at C&D Waste
The waste associated with construction and demolition is not simply the handful of material
we call C&D waste – contradictory as that may sound. There are three main elements we
need to look at:
First is the materials, what we call C&D waste; as explored already above.
The second is the embedded energy used in the manufacture and transport of those materials;
all wasted energy if there are suitable low-energy or zero-energy alternatives.
The third are the utilities used and/or the the wider infrastructure that supports the
construction project; specifically electricity supply, water supply, sewage treatment, transport
networks and the availability of services and community.
Energy
We cannot build a circular economy where fossil fuels are used. It's a misnomer to think that
we can extract these from the Earth, use them briefly for heat, electricity and manufacturing,
and still have any sort of circularity of energy and material flows within our economy and
society. That's the very definition of greenwash; putting a circular label on a model built
entirely on a linear foundation.
Step one in creating a visible connection between fossil energy and our economic choices;
and thus creating the conditions whereby a true circular economy becomes possible, is to cap
global carbon extraction13. The cost of fossil fuels will inevitably rise with such a measure,
and as a consequence, lower-energy-input products such as timber and hemp will drop in
comparative price compared to the high-energy process of cement production, for example.
As a further measure, Cap and Share 14 is a proposed policy instrument whereby the benefits
that our society has already enjoyed from abundant use of fossil energy may be shared with a
majority-world country which has not yet developed extensive infrastructure. By putting a
price on our carbon use and transferring the generated revenue to another country or to
specific carbon drawdown projects we can offset the imbalance generated by both historic
and current northern-latitude use of stored fossil carbon; a stored carbon reserve which may
reasonably be seen as a global commons, as are the air and climatic systems that our
excessive carbon use harms.
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Utilities and networks
While building construction has specific requirements for certain standards of safety, thermal
insulation and sanitation, it is planning policy rather than house design that usually considers
the wider issue of networks and interconnectivity. However when considering the circularity
of energy and material flows within the construction sector, we cannot ignore the
implications of the utilities and networks that are an inevitable part of any building.
There are some very specific measures in this area that can be adopted at government policy
level that would greatly facilitate the creation of a more circular society, as follows:
Domestic electricity supply: Permit feed-in tariffs to show a tangible return on
investment in micro-solar installations. In our own household we installed a 4000kW PV
array; and reached close to net zero usage over the year. Thus the potential exists for Irish
housing to supply its own electricity when distributed across the grid as a central buffer/
battery. However current policy places obstacles to offsetting electricity exports to the grid
against purchases, meaning that excess electricity either gets placed on the grid at no savings
to the homeowner (which disincentives uptake), or is dumped into the main hot water
cylinder as heat, often at times when such heat is not necessary, and thus essentially wasting
that energy which could be contributing to our national grid.
Water supply: Actively encourage rainwater reuse in buildings. Water extraction,
treatment and distribution uses as much as 1% of global energy, c.80% of which is used in
pumping15. A lot of domestic tap water is used for washing cars and yards, garden watering,
clothes washing or for flushing toilets. None of this water needs to be potable quality. Thus,
instead of being extracted from the local aquifer or river, pumped to the local treatment
system, treated using energy and chemicals, medicated with fluoride and further pumped to a
storage tower for gravity feed to the local houses and businesses, we could redesign our
houses to permit the substitution of rainwater for these non-potable uses. Ideally this could be
done utilising gravity rather than including any pumps within the system, but micro-solar
arrays could also be used for delivery of stored rainwater to on-site header tanks for delivery
as needed. This could offer substantial savings on national energy consumption.
Sewage treatment and sanitation: Actively encourage the use of systems that are zero or
low energy, or offer active carbon sequestration benefits and/or nutrient cycling. Low
energy sewage treatment is an area that I have been working on since 1996, offering a design
and planting service for constructed wetland, reed bed systems and willows. It is eminently
possible to replace mechanical treatment systems, and their inherent electricity consumption,
with zero energy input systems such as these.
One of the wastes inherent in our current sanitation infrastructure model is the biomass and
inherent nutrients that we flush down our toilets every day. As land mammals we should
reconsider the wisdom of remaining with a linear movement of nutrients, energy and biomass
from our farms to our tables to our local watercourses. There are Scandinavian sanitation
technologies such as urine diverters and faecal separators which recoup the biomass and
nutrients as early in the flush toilet infrastructure as possible. These need to be included in
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Irish building and sanitation codes to maximise their uptake. For source separation
technologies and compost toilets, government policy needs to be strengthened to provide
clear guidance to local authorities who are faced with such planning applications and do not
currently have the expertise to respond appropriately, even though composting units are
mentioned in the EPA Code of Practice16 . Composting humanure from dry toilet systems can
sequester about twice as much carbon as the composting of sewage sludge17 – an important
consideration as we explore a low carbon future.
While facilitating the uptake of source separation on new projects, willow systems are an
easy way to recoup nutrients from existing infrastructure. They can be used to actively
sequester carbon into the growing willow biomass, using the nutrients in the sewage to fuel
their high growth rates. The potential for extensive roll-out of domestic and municipal willow
systems could provide considerable carbon sequestration or biomass fuel wood generation to
offset fossil carbon heat sources or electricity generation.
Transport networks and the availability of services and community: Implement Cap and
Share or Cap Global Carbon to make embedded energy visible financially rather than hiding
it as an externalised cost of high-energy transport; hand in hand with the provision of an
excellent public transport network. Currently our road networks are given the vast majority
of our transport budget, actively subsidising energy intensive car travel and truck haulage. By
contrast our rail network is underfunded and expensive at the point of use. One way to
overcome some of this discrepancy is to charge car tax and insurance on the price of petrol
rather than up front, making enabling greater savings for use of public transport than are
currently the case if a car is sitting unused but fully taxed and insured.
Similarly, cycleways and pedestrian infrastructure is hugely underfunded in Ireland. With
careful design and some decent investment, we could have a wonderful network of safe,
beautiful off-road cycle paths around every school in the country, with secure covered storage
areas at the point of arrival – and in a stroke, remove much of the morning traffic (and carbon
emissions) in our urban areas around schools.
These points all relate to the circular economy of the construction sector insofar as our
designs for our built environments need to extend beyond each individual building and look
at networks and connections. Perhaps if we focus on building an extensive network of village
hubs with child care, care for the elderly, shops and services, work spaces etc. with commuter
train or bus links between hubs, then we may find that leaving the car at home isn't just
cheaper, but also more sociable, pleasant and healthy.
One of the central policy measures that would help to create the conditions for such a
restructuring of all of the above subject areas is to cap global carbon and/or introduce cap and
share within Ireland and/or the EU. This would remove the inherent leakages of the linear
model of extract-use-dispose which we apply to fossil energy and resources at present.
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In the absence of such a policy, we can still make a lot of changes in each subject area, as
touched on very briefly above – but the real gold is to be mined in the more ambitious policy
changes that can be introduced only at wider government and inter-governmental level. If we
want to make Ireland a leader in the area of circular economy, pushing Cap Global Carbon at
the international level is one of the very visible ways to jump onto world stage. We have done
it in a smaller way with plastic bag taxes and smoking bans. Perhaps we can do it for black
carbon limits as well.

8 – Waste Actions in a Circular Economy
Following are my responses to the questions raised by the department for consideration as
part of the final meeting:
What are the top 3 waste management policy initiatives required to support a transition to a Circular
Economy in Ireland?

The policy initiatives needed to achieve a circular economy are not related to waste
management. They cannot be. There cannot be both waste and a circular economy. That said
there are distinct policies that are needed to move towards a circular economy, outlined as
follows:
1 – Charge appropriately for goods and services, so that the cost of repairing the
damage done by resource extraction and the cost of clean-up of wastes generated are
fully accounted for and routed to repair and clean-up so there is net zero impact on the wider
natural environment. Thus the cost of high energy goods and services would carry within
them the full cost of appropriate reinstatement of the fossil fuel extraction sites, clean-up of
inevitable spillages/leakages, full climate mitigation and commensurate climate sequestration
measures. Similarly products like plastic-fibre clothing such as polyester, nylon etc. would
include the cost of micro-plastic filtration on washing machines and sewage treatment
systems; and such changes would be implemented.
2 – Systematically remove products and materials from the supply chain that cannot be
readily, completely and safely repaired, reused, reconditioned, recycled and redeployed
for gainful use within society. Over and over again the manufacturers of products – from
tobacco to Roundup to fossil fuels – have adamantly promoted their wares as being safe to
use while they have been anything but. Similarly in an era when microplastics have become
ubiquitous, when biocides and synthetic chemicals can be found in the bloodstream of every
person in the country, when production of new products outstrips our capacity to recycle the
waste it generates – it's time to call a halt at the production stage and start to close those loops
legally rather than leaving that responsibility with behavioural change programmes which are
inevitably funded at tiny fractions of the advertising budgets of the companies that produce
the pollution.
3 – Place a cap on global fossil fuel extraction; reducing year on year in line with IPCC
targets (currently set at c.7.5% per annum). Such a cap is a very very straightforward way to
ensure that carbon emissions are held in check. Global governments have so far failed utterly

to grasp this particular nettle – but we cannot have a circular economy that is built on fossil
energy. It is complete greenwash to suggest otherwise. As this discussion sheet clearly
implies in the introduction, change from business-as-usual is essential. This change must
include a dramatic and immediate shift away from fossil energy sources.
How do we ensure that the Circular Economy is embedded into economic recovery in a post-Covid-19
context?

If we look to the recent Coronavirus for guidance on how to communicate it will tell us a
lot. There needs to be a clear message: “1 – There is a threat; 2 – There are steps that can
be taken to keep you and the people around you safe; 3 - This is what they are...”. Within
this context, ecologically there is an immediate existential threat before us. To anybody who
thinks about it at all this is crystal clear. There are definite steps that can be taken to keep us
all safe. These steps include the following: Stop extracting fossil fuels; stop destroying
natural habitats; stop placing poisons (either as intentional biocide applications or as
unintentional pollutants) into the soil, air and water; carry out essential services such as the
growing of food and supply of clean water in a way that regenerates soil, water and air by
using existing tools such as silvopasture, agroforestry, holistic grazing and other regenerative
agriculture techniques; stop non-essential activities to ensure that there are enough resources
and energy for the essential services; carry out landscape regeneration and repair on every
scale, from back gardens to whole bioregions. The Circular Economy will become an
inevitable cog in the wider process of recovery out of pure necessity. Recovery along such
lines may strike hard at the economy (or it may simply transform it into something healthier)
but whether it does or not, if we don't repair the natural world and natural processes on the
planet then the planet simply won't be in a fit state to carry us as a society, not to mind an
economy.
This graphic from the Stockholm Resilience Centre shows the UN Global Goals in a way that
clearly spells out the need to protect the biosphere in order to have a society; and to build
society in order to have an economy. To look at many conventional policies, you'd think it
was the other way around. What Corona has done is to give us a taste of action for the sake
of protecting a population rather than for the promotion and protection of the economy. Now
we need to step up that game exponentially and apply it to an ecological recovery in a just
transition for all.

Image credit: Azote for Stockholm Resilience Centre 18.
What are the costs/benefits of introducing national performance targets for the following?
1 - Material streams such as food waste and textiles

Material streams are easy to measure at the point of sale through retail revenue reporting.
Thus it is low cost to implement and would provide valuable insight into the flow of
materials through the economy.
2 - Resource consumption

Resource consumption is perhaps the easiest of these options to measure, since the number of
companies involved in resource extraction and mining is relatively small. There are two main
categories here, which need to be treated very differently in terms of policy:
A. Firstly there are non-renewable resources, including coal, oil, gas, metals, stone and
minerals. For circularity policy must aim towards a zero extraction rate for all of these in the
relatively near future, relying instead on 100% reuse and recycling of existing materials. Thus
measuring the flow of these materials at the point of consumption is essential, with an every
decreasing cap placed on production at source as we shift to a circular economy.
B. Secondly there are the renewable resources, including sunlight-derived energy sources
such as PV, wind, wave hydro and locally produced biomass; plant based textiles (such as
cotton, wool, bamboo, hemp, linen etc.), plant based building materials (such as timber,
bamboo, hemp, straw), other natural building materials (including stone and cob which can
be entirely returned to the earth after use); and food crops. Measurement of these is not so
easy or straightforward since they form the basis of output from gardens, farms, microgeneration initiatives etc. What is more important here than measurement, is to ensure that
policy measures are supportive of ecological regeneration wherever renewable resources or
cultivation is practiced. Thus, for example, silvopasture, agroforestry, farming-for-nature
practices, holistic grazing management etc. are all recognised techniques for growing of food
and materials where the process actively encourages regeneration of soils, sequestration of
carbon and proliferation of biodiversity.
3 - Reuse and repair

Reuse and repair should be designed into product design for every product sold as a direct
policy measure, a move that is being gradually introduced at EU level. However thorough
measurement of reuse and repair may prove to be costly if it is embraced across society.
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Certainly reuse of outputs from one industry for use in the next is easily measurable due to
the financial transaction paper-trail, as are reuse via charity shops, bring sites etc., but at
household level reuse will ideally become so normal and natural that it will bypass economic
notice and not be easily recorded. Nor is it necessary to be so, since the measure of a
successful circular economy can be much more easily measured by watching the steady fall
of inputs to the circular society it supports and then by watching the other ecological and
social indicators move to a place of health, resilience and happiness.
4 - Contamination levels in municipal waste streams

First of all, there are no waste streams in a well developed circular economy. Perhaps if we
start to relabel our resources at all levels of society and policy then we will stop 'wasting'
them.
Secondly, as we have seen with Coronavirus, public participation rises when both the
rationale and the requirements are clear. If the different material streams leaving our
factories, businesses, farms and homes were seen to be the important resources that they are,
and if the redirection requirements for those materials was crystal clear, then proper sorting
would become almost ubiquitous. At present we are confounded by mixed material products
and packaging that are not recyclable (yet say they are); confused by often inaccurate and
misleading recycling labelling; bereft of any centralised reuse infrastructure; and utterly
overwhelmed by the relentless messages to purchase new things rather than to live a life of
simplicity within ecological limits and to extend these practices to sorting the valuable
materials that we no longer want or need in our lives. With such a collection of challenges it
is no wonder that those material streams leaving our houses and labelled 'waste' are not given
greater value and more carefully sorted to avoid contaminating cheap polluting plastic waste
with cheap imported food waste.
Thirdly, in terms of the cost/benefit of measuring the inappropriate mixing of resource
streams at the business and household level, this could be readily carried out by resource
collection companies who would then need to be adequately funded (from money generated
by the sale of products that are most challenging to recycle such as plastics, in our transition
to a circular economy) to engage directly in public education with the homeowners they
serve. Thus measurement is recorded at very little extra cost, and remedial measures
implemented on the ground in a sensitive manner to ensure that homeowners understand the
necessity of their participation.
What changes are required in Ireland to ensure ‘End of Waste’ and other consent processes can
support circular economy innovation?

Essentially all resources currently classified as 'waste' need to be removed from that category
as an inherent part of the circular economy process.
Taking the 7 'key value chains' in the European Commission Circular Economy Action Plan namely electronics and ICT; batteries and vehicles; packaging; plastics; textiles; construction
and buildings; and food, water and nutrients – we can examine some changes needed for each
'waste' type as follows:

1. Changes needed in the area of Electronics and Information and Communications
Technology: ensure that all products are repairable; that all materials are readily
separable for recycling and reconditioning; that toxic and hazardous components are
eliminated from use for safe reuse, recycling and reconditioning.
2. Batteries and Vehicles: move towards 100% recovered material inputs for metals and
minerals, towards zero extraction for new products. Move towards innovation in zero
energy input systems, services and products to reduce dependance on energy
availability. Move towards innovation in alternative travel and transport to shift the
focus from single car ownership and road haulage to high quality public transport
infrastructure and to more local supply networks.
3. Packaging: move towards returnable glass containers with central washing and
reissuing service in Ireland. Implement a charge for all plastic packaging used, much
like the plastic bag tax, to pay directly for plastic waste cleanup in Ireland and in
those countries where we have sent our plastic wastes in the past; and ultimately in
our oceans.
4. Plastics: remove the inherent subsidies for fossil fuels that negate their financial
accountability for climate and biodiversity impacts. Gradually remove fossil
hydrocarbon based plastics from the supply chain – without which a circular economy
is not possible.
5. Textiles: the main challenge with textiles is the sheer volume of production. The
volume of clothing made and sold every year is far in excess of our requirements. To
create a circular economy we will need to distinguish between fast fashion and
clothing needs – which are sides of the textiles coin. Alongside the sheer rate of
production of unnecessary items, we also need to look at the materials used. Plastic
clothing is one of the largest sources of microplastics, and needs to either be removed
from the supply chain or else be fitted with a surcharge to pay fully for microplastic
clean-up – which I cannot imagine is a low-cost operation, if it is possible at all.
6. Construction and buildings: Move from high energy concrete and steel towards timber
construction. Ensure that construction materials, admixtures, fillers etc are toxin free
and easily separable at end-of-life so that buildings and their component parts, as with
other products, are readily reusable, repairable and recyclable.
7. Food, water and nutrients: Food growing has relied essentially on the conversion of
fossil fuels (biocides and nitrogen fertilisers) into food for over half a century. This
linear process needs to be changed to a circularity that acknowledges the soil, and the
life within the soil, as the basis for our food production. We need to urgently
transform from a fossil fuel based agriculture to a regenerative agriculture that cycles
nutrients (from animals and people alike), sequesters carbon, and is healthy for the
people, plants and animals involved in all stages of production and consumption.

Water supply and treatment is currently a major consumer of global energy needs, and
as such is unnecessarily leaking energy from the circular system. We need to redesign
our water supply and treatment infrastructure to dramatically reduce energy inputs
and to remove the need for extensive treatment by keeping our catchments clean.
Simple measures such as storage of roof runoff at a height, can allow a fully gravity
fed water supply to work without any external energy inputs.
The main macronutrients for plant growth are N, P and K. Nitrogen fertiliser is hugely
energy intensive to manufacture, making it inherently unsustainable. Phosphorus is a
limited resource with a short window of availably at current consumption levels.
There is an obvious source of untapped macronutrients being processed for disposal at
our sewage treatment systems. This can instead by diverted at source using existing
Scandinavian source separation technologies to recoup humanure and urine for reuse
in agriculture.
Micronutrients in our food have been dropping steadily over the past 70 decades with
the increasing use of artificial fertilisers and biocides and with an increase in food
processing and extended shelf-life requirements for our food distribution systems.
Thus the the nutrient availability for our health has been diminishing, and we are
seeing a growth in the diseases related to diet, such as diabetes, cancers, heart disease,
obesity and others. Also, with changes to atmospheric carbon concentrations our food
crops have the potential to grow more quickly, but are showing reduced micronutrient
concentrations, further exacerbating this drop in the availability of essential nutrients
for our health.
Any circular economy endeavours must take into account the soil, that underlying
essential ingredient of any healthy society. We must cease our mining of soil humus
and soil carbon with intensive nitrogen inputs and excessive soil exposure; and
recognise the absolute necessity for building circular food growing systems that return
biomass and nutrients to feed the living soil layer beneath our feet.
How can we promote greater awareness of the Circular Economy amongst businesses and citizens?

There are very specific policy measures that would help to promote greater
awareness of, and engagement with, the circular economy, as follows:
A. Cap global carbon extraction/imports – this will immediately put greater value
on circularity and will show clear government commitment to depart from the
linear 'extract → use → dispose' model that fossil carbon reserves literally fuels
with both plastic production and 'dirty energy'. By removing the current artificial
subsidies on the cost of high-energy-input products and services, the cost of these
will rise; thus encouraging greater innovation into a low-energy and low-resource
input economy.
B. The words we use are important. We need to relabel 'waste' as 'resources' so
that their value is clear. In tandem with this we need to remove from the supply
chain those materials that are not readily reused, recycled or composted. Thus as

we change our terminology around waste and provide clear pathways for managing
the resources currently called wastes, businesses and citizens will find it much
easier to grasp the ideas being promoted. Where there is a clear, logical message,
there is good engagement.
C. We need to steadily remove items from the supply chain that actively
interfere with attaining a circular economy. Examples include toxins that make
reuse and recycling hazardous for people's health or the environment; mixed
materials products that are not readily separable for reuse and recycling; products
that cannot be readily repaired, where repairable options can be created or
already exist; raw materials or energy sources from extractive rather than recycled
or regenerative processes.
What undertakings can business sectors such as retailers (food/electrical/textiles), manufacturers and
food producers offer to promote circular economy practices?

One of the great obstacles to changing how society and the economy function is active
interference in the democratic process by companies that stand to gain or loose financially by
the decisions taken. Thus the tobacco lobby managed to block appropriate labelling of their
product for decades and to confuse and suppress the science around the health effects of
smoking. Similarly fossil fuel companies have, for many decades, known of the correlation
between carbon emissions and climate breakdown, and have been so effective in confusing
the science around the subject that it is still sometimes referred to as the 'climate debate'; with
fossil fuel representatives included on media panels when discussing the actions that can be
taken to 'solve the environmental crisis'.
When implementing a circular economy it is important to remember that some industries will
thrive, and others will have to change with the times. Just as asbestos, PCBs and DDT are all
products of the past, so microplastics, mixed materials products and toxic ingredients and
components will all need to be relegated to history if we are to embrace a circular economy.
What undertaking can the business sector take? To embrace the changes needed as a common
good and not interfere with the legislation and policies that will be needed to create the
change.
However it would be a great inaccuracy to suggest that all, or even most, businesses interfere
negatively. Businesses, like the people who run them and work in them, are very varied; and
are there to meet a real or perceived need in society. Many businesses take a wider look at the
bigger picture, and actively strive to be part of the solution to the social and ecological
challenges that we face in todays world. Common business names such as The Body Shop,
Lush, Green and Blacks, Bewleys and many others have an expressed focus on creating
positive change.
As we move towards a circular economy there are innumerable opportunities for businesses
to start up, to develop or branch out into areas that actively support a circular economy.
Indeed, the opportunities are seemingly endless. What is needed is to engage the best in the
people who run them, the people who work in them, the people who buy from them. We need
to completely reimagine how our society can thrive in a circular, zero-net-carbon future; and

then start to create the policies and structures to support that. The business sector and the
people within it will rise to the challenge.
Is there a role for a further extension of Extended Producer Responsibility schemes across products
such as textiles, food and building materials?

EPR is vital for many of the current materials that we have within our economy.
Microplastics from clothing, tyres, recycling and other sources are now in our food, our
drinking water and our soil. Plastic waste is accumulating in our oceans and causing untold
harm to wildlife in the wider environment. Why is it that plastics can be so cheap to buy, so
profitable for manufacturers and yet there is no concerted funded national or global effort at a
clean-up?
EPR also has a similar role to play in other products that are detrimental for the environment,
public health and wildlife; including dirty carbon fuels such as coal and shale gas, fossil
reserves generally, biocide manufacture, mixed materials products that prevent easy recycling
and materials reuse and the like.
However – EPR should be seen only as a transitional measure from a linear economic model
to a circular economy. Ultimately those products listed here need to be removed from the
supply chain if we are to have a circular economy that is, well, circular. So EPR is a very
important stepping stone, but not a long term substitute for overhauling how and what we
introduce into the economy as virgin materials.
That said, EPR simply becomes the cost, charged at source, for recouping the product or
materials at the end of their use. This isn't so much extended producer responsibility as a
straightforward charge to support the reuse infrastructure and a deposit and return process to
keep products (such as glass bottle and jar packaging) and materials (such as metals) moving
through the process and not stagnating for lack of funds at a critical point in the circle.
What are the areas with greatest potential for transformation in Ireland under the Circular Economy?

The question assumes that we can take our time with this. The Intergovernmental Panel and
Climate Change have estimated that there are 10 years left in which to return our atmospheric
carbon levels from current concentrations to safe levels. That's not 10 years within which to
decide on a course of action, it's 10 years within which that action needs to have shown
dramatic results. Similarly with biodiversity loss, we are experiencing mass extinction now.
The ongoing encroachment by habitat destruction, pollution, poisoning by biocide use,
resource overconsumption are happening now and need to be halted immediately. Perhaps a
more appropriate question may be phrased as “What are the steps we can take to transform
each area of our economy into a circular one?”
Here Corona has given us a very useful practice run. We can cease to engage in non-essential
activities until the emergency is over; and we can flatten the curve on fossil reserve extraction
so that our carbon emissions are spread out over the next 50 to 100 years rather than splurged
in a spike as they have been these decades.

To best make use of the time, resources and energy currently invested in non-essential
activities, we can wholeheartedly embrace endeavours that move towards a circular economy,
and rebuild the infrastructure we need to keep society happy and healthy – closing any and all
exit point from the economy for energy and material leaks.
To flatten the curve on carbon extraction while still having a good quality of life and the
services that we have come to enjoy such as light and heat and material comfort, we need to
embrace opportunities for renewable energy generation at every level. Micro-generation on
every roof, community energy schemes and similar innovations need to be seen not only as a
financial opportunity, but as a social good.
Similarly at all levels of society, we need to encourage full participation in the process of
decarbonising our economy and closing loops on all material and energy flows to create the
circularity that is so crucial at this time of emergency (Climate and Biodiversity – not
Corona). Thus at every level of the economy and society we need to develop a social
conscience that steers us towards a safe path rather than toward disaster.

Conclusion
In the earlier meetings I was conscious of carrying a certain amount of frustration into the
meetings, the result of many submissions to government departments in the past with no
apparent impact on policy. However as the process continued I began to enjoy the process
more and relax a little into it. Whether this was due to greater familiarity with the
participants, a sense that things are actually changing a little at government level, or a release
of any expectation as to the outcome I do not know. Certainly we can all select examples of
situations whereby extensive and time-consuming input into policy consultation processes
has yielded seemingly zero results. As society plummets headlong towards a perfect storm of
ecological, ethical, sociological and climatological catastrophes, it can be difficult to retain
equanimity while watching business-as-usual being discussed and planned around our ears.
Nonetheless it is my hope that despite my impatience for change, my fear for the future and
grief for what has been lost to the world already, the contributions made as part of this
process will lodge somewhere in the greater fabric of the new policies and help to nudge
forward some of the changes that are so urgently needed.
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consultancy and a writer on practical environmental action. His latest book is Towards Zero
Waste – How to Live a Circular Life. www.wetlandsystems.ie

