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6.1 Introduction

Interest in the transformative potential of a circular economy (CE) has emphasised
economic and environmental benefits with relatively little attention paid to how the
changes anticipated might be distributed either spatially or socially. Given that eco-
nomic activity is socially constructed in and across space — in specific places and
regions as well as globally — it follows that activities contributing to a CE always
operate within, and are shaped by, different socio-spatial contexts. Yet the differ-
ence that place and space make to the development of a CE rarely receives explicit
attention in the literature. There are calls for ensuring a regionally ‘just’ transition
(Stevis and Felli, 2020), e.g. from the European Commission (2019), with assur-
ances which imply recognition of socio-spatial inequalities. There has also been
growing interest in the role of the CE in global development (e.g. de Souza Campos
et al., 2023), but likewise largely without an explicitly geographic focus.

The social dimensions of the CE have started to receive significant theoretical
attention (Mies and Gold, 2021; Valencia et al., 2023), but so far there is a lack of
significant empirically based research to support the increasing association of the
CE with social ambition in academic definitions (Kirchherr et al., 2023). Environ-
mental policies can indeed bring social and economic benefits, but with uncer-
tain redistributive impacts — effects on different social groups will vary (Fullerton,
2011). Furthermore, there are uneven socio-spatial outcomes, with an emerging
economic focus (such as CE or bioeconomy) generating a new area of competition
between places while reproducing rather than removing the contradictory interests
between employers and employees characteristic of the global capitalist economy
(Deutz, 2014). Moreover, while academics may have social aspirations for a CE,
this is not necessarily the focus of policymakers (see Chapter 3 in this volume).
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Furthermore, the impacts of national-scale policies need to be examined at smaller
scales (Bourdin et al., 2022); more attention is needed to understand the effects
of and relationships with CE policies at a larger scale (Gregson et al., 2015). The
complexity of socio-spatial effects, including cross-scalar influences, relating CE
policies and practices has been neglected in CE research, which tends to be routed
in specific territories. Here we counteract that shortcoming by drawing on a num-
ber of Cresting studies.

This chapter describes and examines examples of CE policies and practices in
particular places and their relationship to the wider regional, national and global
political economy. We thereby seek to uncover how local or place-specific fac-
tors are influencing, or are influenced by, the CE; how in turn those factors may
be influenced by processes at work at wider scales; and to assess socio-spatial
redistribution across and between scales. The chapter draws on project case stud-
ies of plans and proposals for the implementation of a CE in diverse places and
regional settings. In so doing, the chapter addresses four spatial scales relating to
the different contexts: neighbourhood-scale short-loop CE practices (Hull, United
Kingdom, Graz, Austria, and Santiago, Chile); city-scale policies for the CE (com-
paring Amsterdam, Copenhagen, Glasgow); regional policies for long-loop CE
and industrial engagement (the UK, France, Austria); and global-scale impacts of
European-scale extended producer responsibility policies (Nigeria and Vietnam).

6.2 Space, place and the circular economy

For geographers, places often have material significance and meaning extending
well beyond their immediate territorial boundaries. Place and territory have a com-
plicated relationship with each other insofar as the residents of a place will have
material and meaningful attachments reflecting the experience both of living there
and their connections with other places (Massey, 1991; Cresswell, 2014). Busi-
nesses and organisations, including territorially defined organisations such as lo-
cal government bodies, likewise have complex interests in, and perspectives on,
places. These reflect views of their different branches and of their employees as
well as those relating to institutional memory and similar “untraded interdependen-
cies’ (Storper, 1995). Perspectives may in turn reflect connections across space and
scale (Cox and Mair, 1998; Coe et al., 2008). Even the physical boundaries of a
place can vary according to different local and regional functions (Warnaby, 2009).
Places are thus simultaneously influenced by societal (and natural) processes both
within and extending beyond their immediate territory, including state policies at
different scales (Jonas, 2024). When considered together, place, territory and scale
are discrete yet overlapping concepts that are often used interchangeably to de-
scribe the complexity of societal processes operating within, around and through
space (Jessop et al., 2008).

While the specific combination of more or less global societal processes and
circumstances seldom maps uniformly onto different specific places, territories and
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scales (especially at the global scale), the underlying societal issues, conditions and
constraints can be similar — and these in turn can be illuminated by a detailed study
of particular places (Cox, 2021). Spatial context influences socio-environmental
outcomes notwithstanding their technical similarities (e.g. Deutz et al., 2015). Spa-
tial analyses of CE tend to focus on the territory or scale of the place in question
as delimited by jurisdictional boundaries (be these urban, regional or potentially
national or supranational in the case of the European Union — EU; see, for exam-
ple, Colombo et al., 2019; Johansson and Henriksson, 2020; Williams, 2023). This
approach, however, underplays the multi-scalar operation of societal processes as
addressed in the geographic literature on place, territory and scale (Jonas, 2024),
thus contributing to the problem of ‘methodological territorialism’ (Jessop et al.,
2008) wherein one scale (e.g. the local) is analytically privileged at the expense of
knowledge of the workings of another (e.g. the global). Gregson et al. (2015), for
example, consider how EU policy for the CE has implications beyond the Union
given international waste flows that the policies seek to end by promoting loop
closing within the bloc. Likewise, CE literature (e.g. Stahel, 2013) that idealises
the local scale for closing loops tends to underplay the role of wider (e.g. regional)
collaborative networks for achieving such a transition. Conversely, focusing on a
given scale (especially national or above) can overlook spatial variations at smaller
scales. This calls into question the prospects for implementing a more socially and
spatially encompassing ‘just transition’ to a CE.

Within the field of CE research there is emerging interest in approaches fo-
cused on cities and/or regions. Scholars have highlighted the important role that
cities and urban planning and governance can play in developing CE initiatives
and adapting to climate change (Petit-Boix and Leipold, 2018; Campbell-Johnston
et al., 2019). Much of this work examines the potential challenges and barriers
that cities (urban administrations) and their stakeholders face when transitioning
to a CE. Notably, city CE policies tend to focus on the types of initiatives relating
to existing functions of cities (such as waste management, public health and sup-
portive of company-facing economic development) (Petit-Boix and Leipold, 2018;
Fratini et al., 2019). Similarly, regionally focused work is also emerging (Tapia
et al., 2021; Bourdin et al., 2022) that examines challenges facing policymakers,
such as recruiting companies to participate in industrial symbiosis (exchange of
pre-consumer residues between different entities (Chertow, 2000; Rincon-Moreno
et al., 2022). The scalar focus of this work reflects the limited scope to directly im-
pact approaches beyond the spatial scale of the territory, but also exhibits limited
reflection on unintentional impacts.

City-focused as well as regional CE research tends to concentrate on what can
be termed top-down approaches. These consist of institutional change, such as
strategy and policy decisions from public bodies focused on projects concerned
with developing and facilitating market initiatives (Ghisellini et al., 2016; Lieder
and Rashid, 2016). Conversely, bottom-up change describes company collabora-
tions within supply chains and also social movements such as sharing schemes
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(Hobson and Lynch, 2016). The shorter-loop resource recovery options such as re-
pair, reuse and sharing options (Stahel, 2013) are commonly overlooked, or under-
emphasised, in city-regional approaches to the CE (e.g. Petit-Boix and Leipold,
2018). Nevertheless, these strategies are starting to attract research attention, some-
times under the heading of ‘diverse’ (not financially driven) economic approaches
(Gibson-Graham, 2008; see, for example, Hobson and Lynch, 2016; Lekan and
Rogers, 2020) rather than in mainstream urban or regional analyses.

This chapter reports on aspects of the Cresting project that have sought to ana-
lyse the socio-spatial dimensions of the CE. The intention is that by carrying out
spatially situated analyses of the local and regional development of different as-
pects of the CE we can uncover the structures, mechanisms and contingent condi-
tions that would, or could, be of more general applicability to knowledge of the
development of the CE at wider scales including the global.

6.3 Methods

In this chapter we draw on Cresting research conducted under both ‘place’ and
‘policy’ headings that utilise a range of primarily qualitative methods including
document analysis, stakeholder interviews, workshops and the Delphi method.
Following a critical realist philosophy, we seek to separate the underlying causal
mechanisms and contingent conditions (those that are place-specific as well as
those that operate across multiple scales; Sayer, 2000). Using this approach we can
strive to understand general patterns from the experiences of specific places and
regions; itself a well-established approach in geographical research (Cox, 2021).
Furthermore, working with multiple scales enables us to gain an understanding
of their interrelationships without prejudice to one over another (Ollman, 2003;
Jessop et al., 2008).

Some comparisons are made between case studies conducted by the same per-
son, while others draw on case studies conducted as separate research studies.
Table 6.1 shows the different aspects of the CE, along with their scales, places and
territories of operation, which are included in the studies considered in this chapter.
There is no space here to provide details about the methods used so references are
provided instead. Given the large number of different places involved, contextual
information is provided in section 6.4 alongside a discussion of the findings.

6.4 Findings and discussion

These are presented in terms of the four scales of the CE considered, which broadly
correspond to the scales of policymaking and the underlying generative conditions
(neighbourhood scale, urban scale, regional policies, and global implications of
national/supranational policies) with multiple examples compared at each scale.
Although each scale provides a discrete analytical entry point into the CE, the ex-
amples also explore inter-scalar connections.
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TABLE 6.1 Scales and approaches to the CE presented in this chapter, with methods used
and references for further information

CE aspect and Places and Methods Reference
scale territories
Community- Hull, UK, Graz, Interviews Pusz, 2023

embedded short-

Austria, Santiago,

Rogers et al., 2024

loop approaches Chile
(repair, reuse,
repurposing)
Urban-scale CE Amsterdam, Policy analysis Calisto Friant
policies Netherlands, Secondary data et al., 2023
Copenhagen, to characterise
Denmark, the cities
Glasgow, UK
Regional-scale North Humberside, Document Newsholme, 2023;
collaborations UK, Styria, analysis, semi- Perez et al.,
for CE Austria, structured 2020
development Strasbourg, France interviews
Global-scale Vietnam, Nigeria Documents, Thapa et al., 2023;
material flows interviews, 2024
workshops,
observations

6.4.1 Neighbourhood-scale: community-embedded

short-loop CE strategies

This section examines ‘actually existing’ CE initiatives, which, in contrast to the
policies discussed below, are not necessarily self-defined as CE initiatives. They
tend to emerge from already existing neighbourhood-based projects, organisations
and/or social enterprises embedded in their communities. What the organisations in
this section have in common is that they are engaging with short-loop CE strategies
(repair, reuse, repurpose — and to some extent recycling). Some of these organisa-
tions engaging in CE activities are not independent of local government influence,
as will be shown, but they are engaging in CE practices because they suit the or-
ganisations’ purposes and capacities, rather than responding to a city plan (i.e. they
comprise bottom-up initiatives). The cities used for this aspect of the research are
Hull, UK, Graz, Austria and Santiago, Chile.

Both Graz and Hull are manufacturing cities surrounded by a rural agricultural
economy. Hull (population 267,010 in 202 1; Hull City Council, 2022), is a maritime
port city with an industrial heritage linked to water as a means to import, export
and dispose of waste. While Graz (estimated population 305,404; World Popula-
tion Review, 2023a) is the capital of the region of Styria, Hull is a standalone local
authority as the UK does not have a regional scale of governance. The third city,
Santiago, was selected as a contrast. It is the national capital of Chile with a much
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larger population than the other two cities (estimated population 6,903,392; World
Population Review, 2023b) and is the dominant urban centre within the Chilean
economy. Hull notably includes some of the most deprived neighbourhoods in the
UK, with a thriving voluntary and community sector. By contrast, Graz benefits
from the greater social protections in Austria (scoring 13.3% compared to the UK’s
18.6% poverty rate; World Population Review, 2023c¢), and is missing the extensive
and embedded poverty found in Hull, where there are families with multiple gen-
erations of worklessness. The overall level of prosperity in Austria may contribute
to the relatively high per capita production of waste for the EU. However, it does
not indicate an absence of underprivileged residents, albeit that they may be com-
paratively hidden and potentially therefore missing out on support to which they
may be entitled (Eisfeld and Seebauer, 2022). Although a high-income country
since 2012 by World Bank definitions, Chile has a much lower per capita income
than the UK or Austria and a higher Gini co-efficient indicating the social short-
comings of apparent economic development in recent years' (World Bank, 2023).
The city is strongly segregated along class or income lines, with some neighbour-
hoods exhibiting deep and firmly entrenched poverty re-enforced by institutional
arrangements (Dockemdorff et al., 2000). Frustrations with this spatially uneven
development resulted in an outbreak of social unrest across Chile known as the
‘Estallido Social’ (Laing et al., 2019).

6.4.1.1 Institutional arrangements for community organisations/
social enterprises

Many, though not all, of the organisations considered in this section broadly fall
into the category of social enterprises (SEs). This term encompasses a range
of legal arrangements and organisational forms in different countries, which
have developed since the early 2000s as a new form of organisation along-
side more traditional charities. We adopt the academic definition of a SE as a
mission-driven organisation that may have a ‘business arm’ for the generation
of income, but which invests that income in a social and/or environmental cause
of benefit to local communities (Longhurst et al., 2016). In exchange for their
investment to the common good, organisations may enjoy tax privileges and
other simplifications of the barriers to business in comparison to regular com-
panies. In Chile and Austria, there have been deliberate initiatives to encourage
environmentally driven SEs; by contrast in the UK there are tax incentives for
regular (i.e. profit-driven) companies to invest in organisations delivering social
benefits (Pusz, 2023).

Other organisations, notably the small-scale repair companies in Hull, do not
necessarily have the motivation of community or environmental benefit, though
these may be present (Rogers et al., 2024); nonetheless, they are embedded in
neighbourhoods across the city. Organisations studied in Chile are primarily led
by entrepreneurs trying to launch businesses drawing on CE strategies, such as
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upcycling. These organisations are protected by the status of SE under Chilean
terms (i.e. for their environmental benefits). They are not setting out with altruistic
motives, albeit that they may have intentions of addressing social issues in the
future. Crucially, while there are many examples of more ‘altruistic’ SEs in Chile,
the researchers primarily engaged with those Chilean SEs that target financially
privileged consumers, with the aim of cross-fertilising ideas across different socio-
spatial contexts (e.g. proposing new business ideas/circular activities to be imple-
mented by SEs in Hull; Pusz, 2023).

6.4.1.2 Circular activities

An overview of spaces where circular activities are taking place, circulating ma-
terials and (co)producers) for each city is shown in Figure 6.1. This demonstrates
the wide range of neighbourhood and social contexts involved, ranging from indi-
viduals’ homes to institutional settings such as prisons and schools, allotments and
community spaces. Some of these are providing public services; others are com-
munity driven (albeit that they are sanctioned by local authority policy, as in the
case of allotments). Likewise, the individuals participating represent a wide range
of social groupings — some are explicitly disadvantaged (prisoners, ex-offenders,
the mentally disadvantaged, the homeless), others are defined by characteristics
that might imply a level of need depending on their circumstances (the elderly,
ethnic minorities, women) and still others who are apparently in certain categories
by choice (artisans, students). Finally, a wide range of materials are reused, con-
served or recovered by these groups. Sometimes these activities (arts and crafts)
are undertaken for their own sake, sometimes for support, or to provide local cost
options (such as food).

In Graz, a detailed case study was made of heidenspass — a project run by an
association established to provide work for unemployed youth. A range of CE ac-
tivities are undertaken, including the preparation of meals for staff and customers
from the unsold surplus of a large retailer, or repurposing/upcycling a range of
materials (including vehicle parts, clothes and furniture) into goods with aesthetic
and economic value (Lekan et al., 2021). In addition to the environmental benefits
of preventing materials from going to landfill, the SE provides work experience
and skills to disadvantaged youth. Notably, the latter comprise a low-cost work-
force, which alongside the fact that many of the inputs are donated, help to keep
heidenspass financially viable. Not all of the resources/customers are local — many
of its retrieved/remade/resold goods are products of global production systems.
The SE’s relationship to the city of Graz is via social services, i.e. with respect
to the workforce. Relationships surrounding material supplies largely occur with
companies (other goods being donated). Those companies are also the key custom-
ers (in line with the ambitions of Chilean entrepreneurs), paying, on a business-
to-business basis, prime prices for the image of environmental and social care
conveyed in remanufactured/upcycled goods.
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By way of comparison, in Hull 31 participating organisations were studied
ranging from locally predominant SEs operating multiple retail outlets (i.e. charity
shops in UK terminology) to those that are heavily dependent on a key individual.
The SEs typically function in more than one field, but variously focus on food (six);
furniture (five); clothing and other textiles (five); arts and crafts (four); hygiene
(one); electronics (two); construction/housing (six); mixed (two) sectors (Pusz
et al., 2023). Of these, two of the arts and crafts organisations are defined primarily
by their target beneficiaries (i.e. the elderly and autistic people). These organisa-
tions work with a wide range of social groups, sometimes more than one, namely
the elderly, the disabled, the mentally struggling, the homeless, ex-offenders, pris-
oners, vulnerable youth, refugees and asylum seekers. As with heidenspass, there
are SEs with close relationships to large corporations. In the case of Hull, this
also includes a large commercial waste management company enabling one SE to
capture reusable items from a waste recycling centre, and local authorities. While
companies act as sources of unwanted products (rather than as customers), local
authorities offer SEs contracts to provide a service (although many are filling in
gaps in service delivery of their own accord, possibly with financial support). There
is a level of competitiveness and distrust between organisations, which are protec-
tive of both their geographic space in the town and their remit. The CE is typically a
means to an end (e.g. providing affordable food or consumer goods, cheap materi-
als for craft or similar activities, or raising money for social ends by selling to the
public). SEs in Hull may also deliver social-circular value across the city through
concessionary leases or ‘liability transfers’, whereby local authorities rent their
premises (i.e. surplus public sector assets) to mission-driven SEs for a peppercorn
rent provided that those properties are not used for profit. Nonetheless, such prop-
erties in Hull are often in poor condition, entailing high maintenance and repair
costs. Property leasing from companies thus seems to be a more viable alternative
for financially constrained SEs, especially in case those companies can cover any
repair/refurbishing costs.

A further group of five self-employed repairers were interviewed in Hull (Rogers
etal., 2024). Having been working in their respective fields for up to 25 years, these
individuals were not motivated by the concept of the CE, but were nonetheless pro-
viding a service that is arguably the ideal of a CE (Stahel, 2013), namely extend-
ing product life and not just keeping the products in use but with the same owner
(minimising both energy and transaction costs) and keeping both the product and
the economic opportunity arising from the CE in the same locality. Notably, how-
ever, these individuals already had the possibility of taking on more business than
they could manage, but nonetheless were operating at the edges of financial viabil-
ity and were either too busy or too far removed from their skill set to contemplate
taking on staff to expand their business. This is in contrast to creative and usually
young entrepreneurs from Santiago, albeit that they were engaged in sectors other
than repair, who were looking to develop their businesses.
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In Santiago 17 SEs participated in the study and were selected on the basis of
materials (e.g. food, wood, textiles), online visibility and recommendations. The
participants were engaged in a range of activities including recycling and upcy-
cling, making toxin-free products, running recycling centres and providing consul-
tancy services. Similar to the other cities under study, not all of these arrangements
embody financial transactions. Some materials and services are donated by private
companies or individuals (e.g. tetra pak to insulate houses for the poor, textiles
to make yarn and then new high-quality items, or waste management company-
derived plastic caps for repurposing into plastic filaments that are used by indig-
enous artisans), and some SEs offer services that are provided for free (e.g. offering
internships) — partly as a relationship building exercise. One company, Prana Sopas,
is circular in the sense of selling food in reusable packaging (e.g. glass jars) — albeit
that the glass jars are bought from the People’s Republic of China. Such SEs tend
to consciously use reusable packaging not so much for economic benefits but as the
basis of their marketing strategy and awareness raising. Unlike SEs in Hull or Graz,
many of the SEs in Santiago intend to upscale their ventures to sell their goods in-
ternationally (although this entails complex and expensive shipping arrangements),
or replicate their businesses, i.e. establish circular social franchises (Pusz, 2023,
p- 239), not only across the country but also abroad. The case of Plastic LUP also
reveals how SEs can empower artisan communities across the country by equip-
ping them with the necessary skills, knowledge and tools to sell their circular prod-
ucts directly to customers (i.e. bypassing profit-driven middlemen).

The SEs under study are providers of short-loop CE services, and these com-
munity organisations can be framed as part of the ‘diverse economy’ (Lekan and
Rogers, 2020; Lekan et al., 2021). They produce ‘circuits of value’ (Lee et al.,
2004) drawing on non-financial values (voluntary labour, donated premises/
materials/products). SEs in Hull and Graz were primarily working for a socially
‘good cause’ (e.g. raising money to support disadvantaged groups, or directly pro-
viding resources/opportunities for people especially in socially deprived urban
neighbourhoods). In Santiago, however, the SEs bore more resemblance to small
companies with a business model of cheap/secondary inputs enabling the market-
ing of environmental products (although exceptions apply e.g. one venture pro-
duces reusable sanitary pads using first-hand, high-quality imported materials).
However, while that may appear less altruistic, many of these organisations look
forward to becoming more socially responsible (e.g. by providing workshops for
disabled individuals). They seem to have found a more remunerative approach than
their opposite numbers in Hull: targeting people keen to consume (and pay for) cir-
cular goods, rather than those who are constrained in their choices. This may offer
a more financially sustainable approach (not always helpful to the marginalised),
therefore potentially being a secure route for material circulation. Whether similar
markets for such goods exist in Hull, or other relatively small cities (compared to
large capital city Santiago) is uncertain. Above all, while these SEs are encour-
aging a different type of consumption, which can serve as a means to generate
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socially beneficial new employment opportunities, their activities are probably still
not as environmentally beneficial as reducing consumption when it comes to non-
essential products.

There is an element of competitiveness among SEs in all contexts (SEs com-
pete for funding awarded locally, regionally and nationally; some SEs such as
heidenspass tend to compete for specific materials from private companies work-
ing with similar SEs in the city). The case of SEs in Hull and Graz also revealed
distrust between organisations, which are protective of both their geographic space
in the town and their remit. What these SEs also share is a use of materials/goods
produced in the profit-driven enterprises derived on a global scale from ‘global
circuits of capital’ (Lekan et al., 2021), and therefore do not comprise a separate
economic category. A third way of regarding these organisations is that while it is
possible to extract additional use value from pre-used/discarded items (i.e. to make
something that someone will want to use), there is limited potential in terms of ex-
change value (what anyone might want to pay) as individuals try to earn a living at
the margins constrained by the costs of alternatives or SEs cannot be self-sufficient
(so also linked closely with public support) as we discuss elsewhere with respect
to Hull (Deutz et al., 2024). This underscores the limitations inherent in a CE strat-
egy founded on SEs, and also the limitations of a corresponding social strategy.
SEs are largely treating the symptoms of social problems, rather than resolving
them, which should serve to remind us that while CE approaches may offer some
cost saving and even fundraising options, these are nonetheless merely a form of
first aid from a social perspective. They may also encourage private companies to
pursue greenwashing practices. Some SEs do, however, set an example for large
private companies on how they could reinvent their business models in a more
sustainable fashion (e.g. by offering toxin-free products or refillable packaging),
taking responsibility for their end-of-life-products rather than shifting it to third
parties (see also Chapter 9 for EPR schemes).

In sum, a wide range of local-based short-loop CE activities take place in the
cities under study. The circular activities in Chile and the repair workers in Hull
provide models for how individuals can generate a living through a CE (see also
Chapter 7 in this volume). The social enterprises in Hull and Graz are, both know-
ingly and coincidentally, using CE approaches to provide support, social activi-
ties and affordable commodities to local people. Importantly, while none of these
activities is directly under the control of a public authority, or part of a wider CE
strategy, they do reflect the characteristics of the neighbourhoods and communi-
ties in the places where they are operating. There are varying forms of support and
funding and ways in which organisations are complementing or directly delivering
local public social services or responding to national government financial policies.
The materials they work with are sourced from the financially motivated economy
(on a global scale), despite the fact that some of the exchanges described are ena-
bled or subsidised by non-economic values. In all the above cases, the aims of the
SEs include (re)entering products into the mainstream economy, which they then
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have to enter into competition, and meet the requirements for other products. Thus,
these circular activities are neither a means to opt out of the economy nor a means
to find a more secure pathway within it.

6.4.2 City-wide policies for the CE

In this section we consider policies for implementing the CE at the city scale.
Three European cities, Amsterdam, Glasgow and Copenhagen, were chosen for
analysis, all of which developed wide-ranging CE strategies following the enact-
ment of the CE Action Plans launched by the European Union (EU) in 2015 and
2020 (Calisto Friant et al., 2023). These wealthy cities in the Global North may
shape the nature and scope of the debate on the topic and influence other cities
seeking to implement CE policies within and beyond the EU. Analysis was under-
taken of self-defined CE policy documents for each city to uncover their vision of a
circular economy based on the scope of issues included, the policy commitment to
implementation and in particular the extent to which they are attempting to build in
socially distributive elements (or safeguard against retrogressive impacts) (Calisto
Friant et al., 2023a).

Each of these cities is the most populous city in their respective country and
each is of key economic importance for their regions as port cities and major in-
dustrial, trade and cultural centres. Copenhagen and Amsterdam are also capital
cities while Glasgow is not (though Amsterdam is not the seat of government
for the Netherlands). National population and country size are variable, but all
three have populations of one to two million including suburbs (World Population
Review, 2024a, 2024b, 2024c¢). Glasgow has a notably deprived population com-
pared to the rest of the UK (it suffers from deindustrialisation without the benefits
of the commercial/financial opportunities of the other cities under consideration).
While inequalities are lower in the Netherlands and Denmark compared to the UK
(World Population Review, 2023), there are nonetheless pockets of deprivation in
Amsterdam (with one in five households meeting a local definition of poverty; City
of Amsterdam, n.d.) and poverty is an emerging issue in Denmark (notwithstanding
the overall high quality of life in that country) as benefits have shrunk over the last
decade (Ejrnas et al., 2020; Hussain et al., 2021). Of little consolation to individu-
als affected, the scale of the problem of poverty in Copenhagen and Amsterdam is
very dissimilar to that in Glasgow (Glasgow Centre for Population Health, n.d.).

Besides their social characteristics, the cities need to be understood in the con-
text of national circular economy policy. Notably, Amsterdam published its own
inaugural circular strategy in 2012, ahead of the Dutch national programme in 2016
(Government of the Netherlands, 2016). The plan was further developed and revised
in 2020 (Municipality of Amsterdam, 2020a), with a strengthening of the country’s
social ambitions. The plan explicitly targets not just reducing the city’s ecological
impact, but promoting wellbeing and ‘a fair chance at a good life’ (Municipality
of Amsterdam, 2020b, p. 11) while still being reliant on economic growth to bring



Socio-spatial dimensions of a circular economy 135

this about. Thus, although this is an unusually socially aware approach to the CE, it
is nonetheless reformist rather than socially transformative in the sense of Calisto
Friant et al. (2023). The first Scottish CE strategy appeared in 2016, similar at the
time to that of the Netherlands. Glasgow City Council responded to the national
approach with its own policy appearing in 2019. Critical of the socially divisive
impact of neoliberal (i.e. relatively unregulated) capitalism on the city (Glasgow
City Council, 2020a), the Council sought better social outcomes from the environ-
mental safeguards envisaged within a CE. This is a strongly reformist approach — a
triumph of optimism in expecting a significantly different socio-economic outcome
from a (somewhat) different enviro-economic approach. As with Glasgow, the Co-
penhagen CE policy followed on from the Danish national policy of 2018. Pub-
lished in 2019, the Copenhagen approach to the CE is likewise firmly embedded
in a pro-growth strategy. Similarly to the UK’s national approach to the CE, the
policy highlights the association of the CE with ‘waste and resources’ (Municipal-
ity of Copenhagen, 2019). While concerned for the city’s and respective countries’
disproportionate use of resources, the drive is for increased eco-efficiency in the
context of green economic growth, rather than a call for reduced resource use and
socio-environmental impacts; it is also not a call for increasing equality of access
to resources. In all cases, policies were largely based on industry rather than com-
munity consultations. While the Dutch government held some participatory work-
shops with citizens and civil society organisations to build their CE policies, their
role in shaping the outcomes of the CE strategies was consultative and the impact
of the workshops is thus rather unclear.

An extensive review of the urban CE literature led to a categorisation of pub-
lished CE policies at the urban scale into the 12 policy areas presented in Table 6.2
(based on Calisto Friant et al., 2023). Each city’s level of commitment to each
policy area is based on the both the number of policies under each heading and the
scope and strength of these proposals, i.e. their implementation (i.e. the number
and scope of actions proposed to back up a given area of CE activity).

All three cities’ CE plans focus on areas critical to their own operations. New
monitoring programmes, public procurement and public-private partnerships relat-
ing to the CE have been put in place. Education is also a common priority, espe-
cially as a means to raise awareness of the CE and wasteful practices. However,
the cities promote such issues in ways that bring the responsibility to the consumer
rather than challenging the systemic conditions that influence consumption habits.
Food waste reduction and recycling is another core policy area with many actions
taken to make use of organic waste, which must now be separately collected and
recycled according to the new EU directives and regulations on the CE (also a re-
quirement in the UK). Waste management, besides food, is one of the top priority
areas for Copenhagen, where there are plans to improve recovery and recycling
infrastructures and technologies. It is also an important policy area in Amsterdam,
but seemingly less so in Glasgow based on specific CE policies. However, it is
likely that this reflects the fact that there is a separate zero waste policy in Glasgow
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TABLE 6.2 Commitment of the municipalities of Amsterdam, Glasgow and Copenhagen to
different policy areas in their respective CE action plans. Policies are shown in
order of collective policy commitment for the three cities.

Policy area Amsterdam Glasgow Copenhagen
Governance and Strong Strong Medium
municipal operations commitment commitment commitment
Education and knowledge Strong Strong Medium
development commitment commitment commitment
Food and organic waste Strong Medium Medium
streams commitment commitment commitment
Economic and industrial Medium Medium Medium
policy commitment commitment commitment
Green buildings Medium Medium Medium
commitment commitment commitment
Waste management Medium Limited Strong
commitment commitment commitment
Social justice and Limited Limited Limited
livelihoods commitment commitment commitment
Renewable energy Limited Medium No
commitment commitment commitment
Transport and mobility Limited Medium No
commitment commitment commitment
Water management Limited No No
commitment commitment commitment

Source: based on Figures 3, 5 and 7 in Calisto Friant et al. (2023).

Note: The commitment of each city is measured as follows: no commitment: no policies in that area are
developed; limited commitment: some minor policies are proposed for that area; medium commitment:
a reasonable number of policies were developed for the area, possibly leading to real changes; strong
commitment: a wide range of policies are proposed for that area likely causing substantial changes to
the sector.

(Glasgow City Council, 2021). Likewise, the relatively low commitment to trans-
port or mobility, water management or renewable energy tells us that the cities
are more narrowly defining the CE than is the academic literature, but does not
mean that they are not giving attention to those issues. This emphasises the need to
broadly define how CE policies are investigated as they may come under different
policy areas in different cities (and indeed may not be identified as circular).
Economic and industrial policies emerge as important aspects of the CE poli-
cies of the examined cities, albeit with a medium level of commitment. All three
had incentives and support systems for CE innovations, technologies and start-ups,
with an overall ambition to make CE an avenue for economic growth, development
and competitiveness. Green buildings and constructions standards also stand out as
relatively important policies in all three cities, which seek to improve the recovery
and recycling of demolition wastes and the use of sustainable building materi-
als. Conversely, little attention was given in CE-specific policy to urban form or
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territorial planning. Thus, the focus is more on dealing with, literally, material-re-
lated issues, rather than instituting new urban design principles with the associated
need for financial resources and long-term planning.

Significantly, policies in the area of social justice and livelihoods are largely
absent from all three cases, despite that Glasgow and Amsterdam both posi-
tioned their CE strategies in terms of social justice and improved social wellbe-
ing. Copenhagen has significantly lower commitment to CE policies across the
range (with a high-level commitment only to waste). Glasgow and Amsterdam
are perhaps driven by observations of social deprivation at the urban scale, but
ultimately they are constrained by the policy areas within their remit and the
budgets at their disposal. Thus, they appear to be relying on the increased eco-
nomic growth that they associate with a CE to provide social benefits without
redistributive intervention. Unlike the other cities, Copenhagen did not claim to
have social justice as a goal or an aspiration in its CE strategy. However, this
may not reflect a disinterest in social wellbeing in Copenhagen so much as an
assumption that such issues are managed at the national scale (for better, or,
increasingly, for worse).

We see therefore that these three cities have taken on board ambitions for a
CE that reflect their multi-scalar circumstances. The combination of a socially
ambitious rhetoric in the absence of a socially ambitious CE policy (as seen at
the EU scale) is reflected most closely in Amsterdam. Copenhagen shares the
waste/technology focus of the EU in practice, without the social welfare rheto-
ric. Glasgow, which is of course no longer part of the EU, is nonetheless closer
to the EU than the Scottish approach (which is far more waste-oriented and with
economic expectations, but social concern addressed by non-CE policy areas).
This may reflect contrasting political views in response to the observed levels of
deprivation in the city. CE policies without awareness of social implications risk
reproducing existing social relations (Calisto Friant et al., 2023a), but more radical
or socially transformative options (see Chapter 3 in this volume) are not in the gift
of city governments, especially not those with tightly constrained budgets. Little
attention is paid to the social or environmental implications of their consumption
beyond the territory of the city.

6.4.3 Regional place-based collaborations

This section addresses the efforts of policymakers to engage with industry to bring
about CE-focused collaborations within their regional territories. The policy in-
tentions of Hull and the neighbouring authority, East Riding of Yorkshire (col-
lectively North Humberside), were analysed in Newsholme et al. (2022). Both
local authorities and companies view circular activities as primarily in the com-
panies’ remit, but although the local authorities are nonetheless envisaging social
benefits for the region, companies are focusing on internal and supply chain con-
siderations. In this discussion, we draw on interviews with local authorities and
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companies not just in North Humberside, but also in Styria, Austria (Newsholme
et al., accepted) and the city and neighbouring port of Strasbourg, France (Perez
et al., 2020) to consider the respective influences on building the collaborations
necessary for a CE.

The selection of a regional scale of analysis for North Humberside was empiri-
cally driven, incorporating both political and physical delineations of the ‘region’
as a semi-coherent scale of territorial organisation. For example, industry in and
around Hull has located itself there part to take advantage of the Humber Estuary
(historically for water supply and waste disposal purposes). Companies are located
along both sides of the estuary, distributed between four different local authorities
(the identity of which has varied over the decades), which are in some areas acting
together and in others competing with each other (e.g. Deutz, 2014). Companies
network with each other, relocate and otherwise are not driven by these jurisdic-
tional boundaries. Likewise, in the French case, the city of Strasbourg collaborates
with the Autonomous Port of Strasbourg, i.e. the companies associated with the
city are not necessarily located within its jurisdictional boundaries but are function-
ally connected by port activities and trade. The city of Graz, in Austria, the initial
focus of a planned comparison with Hull, is the capital of the region of Styria. In
this case, the region is the relevant level of governance for waste and resource is-
sues (contrasting with the lack of a regional scale of governance in the UK) and
likewise manufacturing and other companies are predominantly located outside
of the city itself. In France there is a strong alignment of CE priorities between
the national and regional scale supporting the activities in and around Strasbourg
(Perez et al., 2020).

These three regions all have historic connections with CE activities specifically
relating to industrial symbiosis. Humberside was home to one of the two original
regional franchises of what became the National Industrial Symbiosis Programme
(Mirata et al., 2004), which was supported by governmental funding from 2005
to 2012 (Wang et al., 2015). Companies in the region have multiple connections,
predominantly transactional supply-disposal chain links (Penn et al., 2014), in-
cluding the recovery of biowastes (Velenturf, 2016). Styria became known as
an example of an industrial symbiosis network that was uncovered, rather than
planned, with economically-driven connections between traditional manufacturers
including heavy industries (Schwarz and Steininger, 1997). Now the region bases
its environmental credentials on the Green Tech Cluster, a network of more than
180 companies internationally recognised for innovation in environmental technol-
ogies (Newsholme, 2023). Strasbourg, in eastern France, is a port-city on the River
Rhine. The Autonomous Port of Strasbourg, the entity responsible of the manage-
ment and administration of the port, celebrated its 95th birthday in 2021 and still
holds the position as the second most important fluvial port in France. Since the late
1990s the city of Strasbourg and the Autonomous Port of Strasbourg have worked
to generate synergies among the industrial firms and their surroundings as part of
their sustainability agenda (Beyer and Lacoste, 2017).
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A key feature shared by these regions is that the authorities concerned see in-
dustrial symbiosis as a tool for decarbonisation. This is particularly striking in the
case of North Humberside, with its legacy of oil and gas companies and power
generation. It is the prime carbon-emitting region in the UK and a prominent target
for the government’s decarbonisation agenda. However, the public bodies see the
establishment of initiatives between companies as being an industry responsibility.
By contrast, in Strasbourg, there is an ongoing local authority-led involvement of
companies in environmental projects, with decarbonisation being the latest context
(following on from the Millennium and later the Sustainable Development Goals).
This territory-based collaboration may be characterised more as an industrial ecol-
ogy (environmentally driven inter-firm collaboration) than industrial symbiosis
in particular. Companies interviewed in both Styria and Humberside held similar
views to those of the authorities that inter-firm connections and CE initiatives are
the purview of the companies. This alignment may be fortuitous in some sense,
but limits the potential for local authorities to influence the nature of those connec-
tions or to achieve the sort of economic development benefits that they associate
with them (Newsholme et al., 2022). As discussed in Chapter 4 in this volume,
the companies interviewed saw their supply chain partners rather than their neigh-
bours as the assumed partners for environmental initiatives beyond the scale of
the company. For a number of reasons (such as particular material requirements or
longstanding contractual arrangements) those supply chain partners were interna-
tionally distributed.

Our research suggests that there is a range of circumstances between the three
regions, with Strasbourg having been the most successful in achieving a role for
public authorities in industrial collaboration, followed by Styria and finally North
Humberside. It is far more difficult to assess whether the actual level of inter-firm
collaboration, especially industrial symbiosis, differs between the regions. Previ-
ous research has indicated that some companies in Humberside are well connected
(Penn et al., 2014), while current research indicates that only a small minority of
companies in Strasbourg are participating in industrial symbiosis. Further research
is needed for a quantitative comparison. Nonetheless, the perception that the city
is valid partner to industry collaboration in France is helped by several factors: one
is the consistent approach over the past two decades. In 2015, with the publication
of the National CE Roadmap, Industrial Ecology became one of the seven central
strategies to develop a national CE strategy. In the UK, national funding for indus-
trial symbiosis was discontinued after only seven years, even when activities were
implemented through a company (not a governmental body). The latter could be
seen as a third party facilitator for industrial symbiosis, and at the time offered a
free service. The public agencies in France appear to be similarly trusted in this
context and also have been more consistently supported by national government
funds. The alignment of policy across scales of governance is more effective in
both France and Austria than in the UK. The French national CE policy offers
support for regions, whereas the UK policy remains waste- and company-focused.
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Expectations for regional decarbonisation are not necessarily well resourced and
the authorities interviewed felt that they lacked the regulatory tools to encourage,
let alone require, companies to engage. In Austria, the situation is intermediate,
with authorities having the ability to engage companies in public-private partner-
ships. This affords an economic tool for fostering collaboration which is missing
in the UK case.

6.4.4 Global-scale dimensions

The fourth scale of entry for analysing the CE concerns the global-scale impact
of CE policies enacted in Europe. In the section above we referred to disconnec-
tions between national and subnational scales, and a lack of connections between
the scale and practices of the CE within cities. Here we consider the unintended
consequences of a policy at a geographic scale greater than the relevant territorial
jurisdiction. This analysis emphasises the interconnectedness of places as well as
influences across scales, indicating how aspects of a CE may be very differently
experienced and understood depending on the spatial context.

Research was conducted into material leakages from the European CE using
used electronic and electrical equipment (UEEE) shipped to Nigeria and to-be-
recycled plastics shipped to Vietnam as case studies (Thapa et al., 2023, 2024).
These extra-territorial impacts of the EU’s extended producer responsibility are an
unintended consequence of seeking to impose controls on material recovery within
the EU. Implications for producers beyond the EU were very much intended (as
imports have to meet the same requirements as products manufactured in the EU).
However, the implications for managing waste were not sufficiently considered.
Lacking the capacity to manage the increasing amount of plastic waste genera-
tion, the EU legally ships some of its collected to-be-recycled plastic to Vietnam
legally and similarly to-be-reused plastic to Nigeria, but without putting in place
sufficient safeguards. These safeguards ought to apply both at the source and des-
tination. Electronics ostensibly exported for reuse should still be in working order
(and not technically outdated); plastics should be clean and sorted to have a real-
istic prospect of being recycled. Furthermore, the intended destination should be
equipped with facilities operating according to the health and safety and environ-
mental standards expected in the source countries. Lack of law enforcement leaves
open loopholes for waste crime, a financially lucrative business that attracts illegal
and illicit activities (Bisschop and van Wingerde, 2021), despite well-documented
social and ecological injustices (Clapp, 2002).

Waste exports to Nigeria and Vietnam burden the existing waste management
capacities of those countries (Thapa et al., 2022a). UEEE are shipped to Nigeria
to be reused, one-third of which may not be functional, and the rest becomes
e-waste, usually with a shorter lifespan. With only two formal e-waste manage-
ment facilities, the burden of e-waste management falls squarely on the infor-
mal sector (Thapa et al., 2022b, 2023). The informal sector is usually associated
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with precarious working conditions. In the EU, producers are responsible for their
e-waste management, and are therefore no longer responsible for the UEEE and
e-waste shipped to Vietnam. On the one hand, e-waste contains valuable mate-
rial while containing toxic elements — which is why exports of e-waste from Or-
ganisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries to
non-OECD countries are illegal, according to national and international laws.
To-be-recycled plastic provides an economic opportunity for Vietnam, but this
waste value chain is not transparent, and our research found that the informal sec-
tor’s waste management practices cause harm to the waste workers, their homes
and the environment (Thapa et al., 2024). Shipping EU waste to Vietnam helps
the EU to meet the recycling targets and CE goals applicable in its own territory,
effectively by dumping material beyond that jurisdiction. This process lacks ac-
countability and ethics — suggesting that the vaunted ‘just transition’ itself is only
applicable within the EU. While reuse and recycling are part of the CE and its
transition in the EU, our research finds a lack of justice and ethical considerations
while shipping EU discards and waste to third countries for reuse and recycling.
Overlooking the fairness and ethical dimensions results in harms to individuals,
society and their environment in Nigeria and Vietnam. This is a case of spatial in-
justice (Soja, 2010), where economic and environmental goals in the EU hurts the
wellbeing of Vietnamese and Nigerians. It calls for just sustainability (Agyeman,
2008) to ensure that environmental sustainability in the EU does not come at the
cost of injustice, inequality, racism and classism.

Beyond these considerations of the ethics of shipping waste internationally ef-
fectively (if not theoretically) for disposal, one can also question the circumstances
by which there are ‘low cost’ destinations for such materials. Inequalities and ineq-
uities with historical roots in European colonialism exist in both countries. Nigeria
secured independence from the British empire in the 1960s, and Vietnam gained its
independence from France in 1956 after being plundered since the 1880s. Sound
waste management depends on the social, economic, technological and political
context, and today both Nigeria and Vietnam find managing their domestic waste
challenging. Both are lower middle-income countries (according to 2024 World
Bank definitions) that depend on foreign investment for economic growth — the
manufacturing industry in Vietnam and the oil industry in Nigeria, for instance.
Both are vulnerable to the exploitation of structural inequalities, including waste-
related harm (whereas China has more effectively managed to ban the import of
waste plastics, but with a detrimental impact on neighbouring countries). This trade
in waste comprises an unequal exchange (Hickle et al., 2022), analogous to richer
and more powerful countries exploiting others for the net appropriation of wealth
and resources.

The waste value chain is increasingly complex and global, and sound waste
governance must be mindful of social justice and incorporate circular value-adding
practices wherever possible without causing harm to others and the environment.
An ethical approach to defining the CE for the EU (or other) scale should take
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into account the implications (for individuals, society and the environment) be-
yond the territory of the policy itself. Thus, the implications of the global waste
value chain, and not just the supply chain, should be addressed. For example, our
research shows a need for a functionality and durability guarantee when shipping
UEEE from Europe and ensuring that the original producers are held responsible
for sound management of their e-waste in Nigeria. Otherwise, such unequal ex-
changes of a colonial nature that shift burden and harm unfairly to others increase
inequity and inequality, creating even bigger socio-ecological challenges.

6.5 Conclusions

This chapter has analysed case studies of CE policy, practice (variously intended,
unaware and unintentional) and the barriers to instigating such practices across
a range of places, scales and territories. This has illustrated how the expression
of the CE is simultaneously rooted in places, where its local social and material
benefits can be observed, and also extends across territories and scales, such that
its wider distributional outcomes can be assessed. Furthermore, the opportunities
for developing a CE in a place are constrained by the current and historic political
and economic relationships pertaining to that location. Thus, for example, Hull,
with its legacy of a high-carbon economy and an under-privileged population, has
a local authority that is hoping to use decarbonisation as a route to new economic
opportunities. That authority, however, is overlooking existing circular activities
(largely survival mechanisms) and does not have the policy tools needed to achieve
its circular goals through the actions of companies with connections beyond the
region. It is also challenging to foster an entrepreneurial spirit (e.g. encourage the
development of ‘innovative’ circular ventures) among such a socially deprived
population whose necessary preoccupation is to make ends meet. Graz, which has a
different social profile, experiences similar challenges for policymakers to engage
internationally connected companies in regional activities on the one hand, while
community-organised CE activity is closely connected to international economic
flows on the other.

The intentions of policymakers and others working with the CE at discrete scales
may be seen as either realistic or under-ambitious, or potentially over-ambitious
and idealistic, but not well thought out especially in terms of understanding the
interdependencies between place, territory and scale. In this respect, analyses of the
CE that privilege one territory or scale at the expense of another are guilty of what
has been called ‘methodological territorialism’ (Jessop et al., 2008). Similarly, one
might generalise that existing CE policy approaches are not paying enough regard
to the geographical dimensions of the processes with which they are attempting to
engage. Ultimately, however, they have to work with what they have in order to
carve out an economic niche (i.e. one that is suited to their spatial niche or place)
in what is already arguably a thoroughly globalised CE and inextricably entwined
with the global economy. We can see the SEs in the Global North trying to use the
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CE (knowingly or otherwise) to help the disadvantaged, with some short-term ben-
efits but no resolution of issues. The entrepreneurs in Santiago are trying to use the
CE to carve out an opportunity for themselves, with good intentions for the future,
but may struggle to break into the international markets needed to achieve financial
security. This is even while countries in the Global North are allowing waste to be
offloaded to countries in the Global South — to the economic and environmental
detriment of those communities. Although the idea of the CE is to divert attention
from waste to more ambitious approaches for resource management (see Chapter 4
in this volume), clearly it is premature to disregard waste in a global economy in
which only there are significant variations in practice and economic drivers are
difficult to overcome.

Overall, we argue that CE initiatives, whether so named or not, are essentially
and inevitably situated in particular places and territories. Some territorially de-
fined activities are recent inceptions and, in part, embody responses to explicit CE
policies. Others, however, are locally emergent from economic activities and prac-
tices, which have been in operation in specific places and regions well before the
CE emerged as a distinctive idea and package of activities. Our analysis suggests
that places and regions mould the CE more than the CE per se has transformed
these places and regions. Social benefits from CE practices might be real and im-
portant to those involved in developing the CE in places and regions; however, the
embracing of the CE is an opportunity for existing individuals and organisations
(social enterprises, companies, etc.) to address immediate social and economic
needs rather than offering a transformational route to local and regional develop-
ment. Evidence for socio-spatial redistribution is limited but significantly includes
the exporting of social and environmental disbenefits. The CE is constantly trans-
formed by those places and spaces, adapting its socio-ecological functions and
mechanisms to more or less local and place-specific values, capabilities, motiva-
tions and objectives. Thus, while a CE could be part of a transformation towards
more sustainable and just places and spaces, this is difficult to imagine without
a larger-scale and more profound political drive for such a change than has been
seen so far.

Note

1 The Gini index is a measure of social inequality where 1 = perfect equality and
100=maximum inequality; Chile 44.9; the UK 32.6; Austria 29.8.
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