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For a successful transition to a resource efficient, circular 
economy that protects the environment, ecodesign principles 
and green standards for products will be vital. As we showed in 
our last report for the Circular Economy Task Force, if these 
measures were used to their full potential, products would 
meet green criteria by default and be designed to last.1

But, on their own, product standards and design principles 
cannot create a circular economy. They must be part of a wider 
system built around clear environmental goals. That means 
incentives, behaviours, business models, and physical and 
logistical infrastructure all geared towards better resource 
management. And, at every lifecycle stage, it means that 
products and the materials they are made of stay in use and 
hold their value for as long as possible.

Our economy is a very long way from this vision. If everyone  
in the world consumed natural resources at the same rate  
as the UK, three planets would be needed to supply them.  
The UN has suggested that a sustainable level of overall 
resource consumption is between six and eight tonnes per 
person per year.2 In the UK, we consume twice that, at 14.7 
tonnes.3 Addressing this necessitates a rethink of the system 
and a strategy to transform resource use. 

An all encompassing approach to change is not without 
precedent. In fact, the UK’s genuinely world-leading framework 
for tackling the climate crisis is a model that could be replicated 
for UK resource use too. In the case of climate, we have a vision 
of where the country needs to be (ie net zero emissions by 
2050) and a robust process to get there. It is supported by 
independent scientific advisers who set five yearly budgets, 
which make recommendations for specific sectors, keep 
progress on track and identify remedies when it is not. 

In this report, we show why the current approach to resource 
management is failing and how it can be fixed, with a clear 
vision and implementation plans. The UK was the first country 
to set the example on bold climate action. It should now lead 
the way in transforming global attitudes to resource use. 

Summary

“The UK was the 
first country to 
set the example 
on bold climate 
action. It should 
now lead the way 
in transforming 
global attitudes to 
resource use.” 
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To achieve this, we propose learning from the UK’s climate 
policy framework and taking action in three areas:

1. An ambitious target for cutting resource use
A clear target is needed to bring UK resource consumption 
within planetary boundaries by 2050. Resource policy is a 
devolved matter but, as with climate change, an umbrella 
approach could be established with administrations free to 
exceed a minimum standard or adopt differentiated obligations. 
In fact, Wales has already pledged to create a target for one 
planet resource use by 2050. In England, a resource reduction 
target could supplement, or replace, the resource productivity 
measure currently being developed through the Environment 
Bill. Evidence suggests the UK should aim, at a minimum, to 
halve overall resource consumption.

2. Plans for specific sectors and materials 
An economy wide resource reduction target is unlikely to 
stimulate action from specific sectors or for certain materials; 
this could be particularly problematic for critical raw materials. 
Clear roadmaps should be outlined for specific sectors and 
strategically important materials, identifying what can and 
needs to be done to contribute to the overall goal. 

3. Binding interim goals 
To ensure the overall target is met, binding interim goals should 
be set, as is done with carbon budgets. These should be both 
overarching and sector specific, to provide near term certainty 
and a stable policy environment for businesses. 
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Worldwide, resources are being used at a rate that far outstrips the earth’s capacity to 
supply them. As of 2020, over 100 billion tonnes of resources entered the global 
economy every year, and less than nine per cent of those are ever reused.4 In the UK, 
it is estimated the average resident has an ecological footprint, including the use of 
renewable resources, that is almost three times the natural world’s productive 
capacity.5 That means that, if everyone in the world consumed renewable resources at 
the rate we do in the UK, we would need three planet earths to meet the demand for 
natural materials.6 Overall, the UN has suggested that per person resource 
consumption, including renewable resources and non-renewable resources, like 
minerals, metals and fossil fuels, should be between six and eight tonnes a year. In 
the UK, average per person consumption is 14.7 tonnes.

Unnecessary waste, high carbon emissions and pollution are hard wired into 
our system of resource use and the impacts of this are becoming increasingly clear, 
with climate change, biodiversity decline and the plastic pollution crisis as stark 
evidence of what is wrong. 

The UK’s material footprint is intricately linked to its carbon footprint, and just 
30 out of 106 sectors of the UK economy are responsible for 80 per cent of the 
country’s carbon and material impacts.7 Furthermore, the UN has found that 
resource extraction and processing causes 90 per cent of biodiversity loss and water 
stress around the world, as well as 50 per cent of global carbon emissions.8 

It is urgent to reverse this situation. The changes needed require a new mindset 
and approach, targeting all stages of resource use, from raw material extraction to the 
point when products fall out of use. The good news is that there are clear benefits to 
pursuing this vision, in addition to preventing environmental harm: resource 
efficiency can make businesses more competitive and give them security of supply, 
and the public benefits from better products and a healthier environment. 

The government has begun to embrace the concept of the circular economy as a 
solution. But, as a vision in England, it remains very vague. Official documents, 
including the 2018 resources and waste strategy, simply express a desire for more 
circularity of resources in the economy. The environment secretary at the time, 
Michael Gove, summed up the aim in the strategy’s foreword: “Our goal is to move to 
a more circular economy which keeps resources in use for longer.” 

Existing government targets in England, including the aim to double resource 
productivity and eliminate “avoidable waste of all kinds” by 2050, are not yet legally 
binding. They also will not necessarily deliver overall reductions in resource use, as 
resource productivity is measured against economic output. That means resource 
consumption could carry on rising so long as the economy continues to grow. And 
there is not yet clear agreement about what ‘avoidable waste’ means. 

Despite promises to tackle every stage of the material cycle, the proposals in 
England still only focus mainly on recycling and, elsewhere, improvements to design 
standards only target a limited range of energy related products. While very 
important, recycling is the final step for materials that have already passed through 
the system and well made products still end up as waste prematurely, in the absence 
of measures to keep them in use. 

A new whole system approach should be at the heart of the resources and waste 
strategy, one that minimises the materials used in the first place and then keeps 
them circulating for as long as possible. Every part of the system must work together 
to achieve this, expanding the concept of ecodesign beyond products to cover all 
aspects of resource use and ensure all stages of the material cycle function together.

Resource use in the UK

“Unnecessary 
waste, high carbon 
emissions and 
pollution are 
hard wired into 
our system of 
resource use and 
the impacts of 
this are becoming 
increasingly clear.”
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Ecodesign describes an approach typically used to address the environmental 
impacts of a product. It is defined as integrating “environmental aspects into the 
product development process, by balancing ecological and economic requirements. 
Ecodesign considers environmental aspects at all stages of the product development 
process, striving for products which make the lowest possible environmental impact 
throughout the product lifecycle.”9 

It has been brought into regulation, with standards for some types of products 
implemented in the EU and the UK over the past 15 years. The aim is to ensure that a 
range of high impact energy related products achieve a minimum level of 
environmental performance. 

But, as we showed recently in our report Design for a circular economy, this 
regulation has been used mainly to improve the energy efficiency of household 
appliances.10 There remains considerable potential to expand the design approach, 
and the regulations setting standards, to other impacts and products. As shown 
below, there is huge scope throughout the product cycle to introduce additional 
ecodesign principles.

Using ecodesign principles in product design for a circular economy

Cons
um

pt
io

n

Sourcing Production

Re use

Collection and reprocessing

Sustainable sourcing
Use sustainably sourced, 
traceable materials
Choose the right materials 
for the application

Optimised resource use
Avoid unnecessary products, 
resource use and waste
Reduce resource inputs

Prolonged product use
Design for reuse, durability 
and repairability, including 
modularity and spare parts
Design to be upgradable

Sustainable use
Minimise energy
use and exposure 
to hazardous
substances
Minimise misuse 
through information
provision

End of life
Design to be
dismantled and/or 
compatible with 
recycling and reuse 
infrastructure
Eliminate substances 
of concern to aid 
recycling

Why ecodesign should apply  
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The linear economy leads to waste
At present, well designed products still find themselves in a linear economy. The vast 
majority of items, even those designed according to ecodesign principles, move in 
one direction: towards disposal. Resources are taken out of the ground, made into 
products, which are sometimes used only briefly, and then they are usually thrown 
away and only sometimes recycled.

This is a major problem, not just for its clear environmental implications, but for 
the efficiency of the economy and long term business security. After all the effort and 
resources expended to extract and process materials, so much of value and 
continuing utility is simply lost forever. The solution is a truly circular economy, 
where waste is designed out from the start, from the point of extraction and 
throughout supply and value chains. The priority of such a system is to keep 
materials and products circulating in the economy for as long as possible. 

To make the shift from a linear to a circular economy, a new vision is needed, 
supported by government policy to ensure infrastructure, regulation, business 
models and consumer behaviour all play their part. At the moment, there are 
considerable barriers to this as we illustrate below. 

Why well made products still end up as waste 
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Ten hurdles in the life of a smartphone

To illustrate what is wrong with focusing only on a product’s design, rather than the 
system it is part of as well, we describe below what can befall a well designed, 
repairable smartphone during its lifetime.

Consumption phase
1. Ingrained behaviour. Consumers accustomed to upgrading their phones every two 
to three years often swap their phone for a new model before it fails, despite the 
potential to keep it in use by upgrading the software or repairing faults.11

2. The wrong incentives. Businesses ‘manufacture need’, pushing for unnecessary 
upgrades and tempting customers with new phone features and offers, perpetuating 
an unsustainable, linear business model. In the long run, this will usually cost 
consumers more.

3. Poor information. Consumers who are not well informed about how to get the 
most out of their phone, or of the environmental impacts they can avoid by 
extending its life, could miss the chance to keep it in use for longer. For example, 
they might not know how to optimise performance (for instance, by removing 
unnecessary apps and keeping software updated) and could dispose of the phone 
before it reaches the end of its useful life.

Repair and reuse phase
4. Poor repair information. Without clear, easy to follow repair manuals, as the ‘right 
to repair’ movement demands, a damaged phone is unlikely to be fixed successfully, 
if at all. Attempting a repair without this information could result in further damage.

How the system is failing
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5. Lack of repair businesses. Most people will only use repair services if they are 
easy to access and deliver results quickly.12 Ensuring they are affordable is also 
important, but this is a challenge given the high cost of labour and parts in some 
instances. It is also hampered by the UK’s decision to charge full VAT on all repair 
services, unlike in other countries that offer reduced rates for repairs on some 
goods.13 If a new phone costs around the same to repair as it does to buy new, it is 
quite likely the owner will choose the new product.

6. Security concerns. Two thirds of people are concerned about the security of their 
personal data on devices like smartphones, and over a third of households have, 
therefore, avoided disposing of them or selling them on.14 This means that a well 
made phone, fit for reuse, may never return to the market as people do not trust data 
wiping services. 

Collection and reprocessing phases
7. Lack of collection infrastructure. At the moment, used electricals are mainly 
collected through household waste recycling centres (HWRCs), but the UK has fewer 
of these per inhabitant than anywhere in Europe.15 Local authority kerbside 
collections of small waste electrical items, which would be particularly suitable for 
phones, are uncommon.16 

8. Inadequate collection and reprocessing infrastructure. Current collection and 
reprocessing methods often fail to protect a phone from harm and from losing its 
value, eg through rough handling or the long drop that can happen at HWRCs, both 
of which can damage devices beyond repair. Similarly, if a phone is mixed with other 
electronic waste and taken to a generalist recycler, which are the most common type 
in the UK, it will simply be shredded, destroying potentially reusable parts.17

9. Misused collection services. People need clear information about what to do with 
a phone they no longer want, including how to use collection services. Otherwise, 
there is every chance it will be hoarded or put in the general waste collection bin, 
particularly in view of data security concerns. The average UK household is estimated 
to be storing three mobile phones no longer in use.18

10. Lack of a market for secondary materials. For a well functioning circular 
economy for mobile phones, there needs to be a clear market for parts and valuable 
materials from discarded phones. If there is not, businesses will have no incentive to 
create the necessary infrastructure to support reuse and high quality, ‘closed loop’ 
recycling.19 While there is a relatively robust resale market for the used phones that 
find their way back to the market, the same cannot be said of their components or 
the valuable materials they contain, which are often lost forever in the shredding 
process.

Failing to overcome these barriers, which are similar for many other products besides 
phones, means inefficient resource use will continue to rise. For the smartphone, 
most of its resource use occurs during production, so keeping the device in use for as 
long as possible reduces the relative impacts of production. At least 6.5kg of mined 
ore is required to produce the 75g of metal used to make the average smartphone and 
a smartphone releases about ten times as many emissions in its manufacture as it 
does during a year of use.20

“Without clear, easy 
to follow repair 
manuals, as the 
‘right to repair’ 
movement demands, 
a damaged phone  
is unlikely to be 
fixed successfully,  
if at all.”
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Blinkered policy making: the case of carrier bags 

One of the areas where there has been a visible effort to apply design innovations is 
in attempts to avoid plastic use. As we have previously highlighted, failure to consider 
the use and impact of alternatives could also cause problems down the line.21 This 
includes the case of compostable plastic, which many consumers do not realise 
requires specific treatment, often in industrial composting facilities. Also it must be 
collected and treated separately from conventional plastic to avoid cross 
contamination in both recycling and composting streams. 

This is an area where government intervention has been too narrowly focused 
and carrier bags are a case in point. To significantly cut down on a major source of 
single use plastic, as well as tackle plastic litter, the government in England followed 
the devolved administrations in 2015 by introducing a charge for single use carrier 
bags from major supermarkets. This was to encourage consumers to opt for reusable 
bags. As a result, businesses have steered people towards using the more durable 
plastic bags, often offered at shop tills, called ‘bags for life’. The government has 
claimed this as a success, saying that the volume of single use carrier bags (provided 
by the main supermarkets, as smaller retailers are not yet required to charge) has 
fallen by 95 per cent.22 

However, the picture is not as positive as the government paints, as the way 
people are using these bags means unnecessary plastic consumption remains high. 
There are three reasons why the good intentions have had perverse outcomes, and 
why a durable reusable product is still ending up as premature waste:
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1. Ingrained consumer behaviour. Evidence suggests that many people are using bags 
for life in the same way they used single use carrier bags. Shoppers now purchase, on 
average, more than one a week, with the average household buying 57 bags for life a 
year, according to research by Greenpeace and the Environmental Investigation 
Agency.23 The same research found that, in 2019, the ten largest supermarkets handed 
out more than 1.58 billion bags for life, more than double the number predicted by 
the government.24   

2. Ingrained business behaviour. Very often, bags for life, like single use bags, are 
offered at or near the till. This reduces the hassle of forgetting to bring a bag and 
makes them easy for customers to pick up, with little consideration beyond a small 
charge. Before the charge was introduced, WRAP noted that a barrier to its success 
would be the “habitual convenience of taking plastic carrier bags from the till”, and 
this has not been overcome.25 

3. The wrong incentives. Since 2019, in most shops, bags for life have cost just 10p, 
meaning something meant to last has cost only twice as much as something that is 
not.26 While several supermarkets have now increased the price to 20p or 30p, this is 
still cheaper than the price many campaigners believe is necessary to deter use.27 
Campaigners have called for the charge to be at least 70p, citing the example of 
Ireland, where a 90 per cent reduction in bag for life sales was achieved by setting a 
charge of 70 cents, six times higher than the price consumers said they would pay.28

As multiple commentators have observed, the weight of the stronger bags means 
there is every chance that the amount of plastic used in carrier bags has actually 
increased overall because of England’s policy.29 This would not have happened if the 
policy was better designed and the bags were used as intended.30 

“The weight of the 
stronger bags means 
there is every 
chance that the 
amount of plastic 
used in carrier 
bags has actually 
increased overall 
because of England’s 
policy.”
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Nowhere in the world has yet 
created a predominantly circular 
economic system, but some 
countries and companies are 
making efforts in the right direction 
and offer lessons for the UK’s 
central and devolved governments, 
as well as businesses.
 

What can the UK learn from abroad?
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The European Union 
A whole economy opportunity 

The EU’s approach to the circular economy is based as much on opportunities for 
businesses and the public as it is on solving issues around waste, resources and 
climate.31 A 2018 study showed that, by 2030, the circular economy could add 0.5 per 
cent to GDP and create 700,000 jobs in the EU (including the UK), while reducing 
raw material costs for businesses and sheltering them from resource price 
fluctuations.32 

Its 2020 Circular Economy Action Plan (CEAP) aims to build on previous 
initiatives that have focused mainly on the end of the material cycle, ie increasing 
recycling and limiting landfill, and improving product energy efficiency. 

The CEAP, which was largely welcomed by campaigners, but which is not  
yet legally binding, intends to improve coherence with the existing instruments,  
as well as modernising them. At its core is a three step sustainable product policy 
framework designed to tackle various stages of the material cycle and influence 
economic actors. The steps are: 

1.   Expand the ecodesign framework that has so successfully driven energy 
efficiency, to incorporate requirements for durability and to cover “the broadest 
possible range of products”.

2.  Empower consumers and public buyers, by revising consumer law, outlawing 
greenwashing and introducing the ‘right to repair’, through which people would 
be guaranteed access to long lasting, repairable products, and information and 
parts for repairs. 

3.  Encourage circular production processes, promoting growth in industrial 
symbiosis, digitalisation and the bioeconomy. 
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Priority product groups identified, based on their status in the economy and the 
seriousness of their circularity issues, are: electronics and ICT, batteries and vehicles, 
packaging, plastics, textiles, construction and buildings, and food, water and 
nutrients. 

The plan intends to tackle some of the more systemic barriers to better product 
use, and will, for instance, consider introducing sustainability requirements for 
services in addition to goods to cover all economic activities. It has also promised to 
support circular business models, for instance promoting ‘product as a service’ 
systems in sectors like mobility and textiles, reducing the need to own so many cars 
and items of clothing. A focus on data and digitalisation intends to remove some of 
the barriers to better product use, with technology potentially used for product 
passports and to improve the mapping and tracing of resources through the economy. 

The plan, which is a centrepiece of the EU’s Green New Deal, places a circular 
economy in the context of both reaching net zero carbon and boosting Europe’s 
economic competitiveness. However, the EU’s plan is a high level strategy that lacks 
policy detail, sector plans and binding targets to guarantee its delivery. This gives the 
UK an opportunity to show leadership and create its own plan.

“The EU’s plan is a 
high level strategy 
that lacks policy 
detail, sector plans 
and binding targets 
to guarantee its 
delivery. This 
gives the UK an 
opportunity to 
show leadership.” 
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France 
Renault’s systems approach 

Building on previous circular economy initiatives, Renault is constructing what it 
calls the Re-Factory in Flins, France. It will be established gradually between 2021 
and 2024 with the intention of going beyond the traditional focus on recycling and 
end of life waste management, with activities split into four divisions.33 

The Re-Trofit division aims to extend the life of vehicles, with 45,000 
secondhand vehicles expected to be reconditioned per year from September 2021. 
Reconditioning vehicles is common in the industry, and this will initially be a 
relatively small proportion of overall sales, as Renault sold 549,283 passenger cars in 
France in 2019, but there are some innovative aspects to the service.34 For instance, 
3D printers will enable a manufacturing service for unavailable parts, and 
commercial vehicles will be targeted for low carbon conversions so they can continue 
operating in urban centres with increasingly tight pollution controls. A test and 
prototyping centre for the durability and repairability of vehicles and materials will 
also be set up, to improve current vehicles and develop future designs.

Re-Energy will offer solutions for the production, storage, and management of 
green energy to get the most out of electric vehicle batteries, including once they are 
no longer suitable for use in cars but still have around 80 per cent capacity.35 Renault 
has also targeted 20,000 battery repairs a year by 2030, and first life batteries are 
having their useful lives extended by being redeployed for stationary storage, which 
can integrate electricity from solar or wind power, something Green Alliance has 
previously advocated.36 The company is also launching a SmartHubs project with 
Connected Energy in West Sussex, UK, where second life batteries will be used as 
part of a local renewable energy system.37 Second life batteries can also be redeployed 
for other uses, including in cruise and cargo ships.

©
 Renault
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The Re-Cycle division, as the name implies, has a more traditional focus on 
increasing the proportion of recycled materials in new vehicles, and on end of life 
recyclability. Plans to install a dismantling line in the Flins plant from 2024 will 
increase Renault’s capacity to source parts and materials in short recycling ‘loops’. 
Renault offers some used parts at an average price 40 per cent lower than new parts, 
for the same quality, which the new division could expand in future. 

Finally, Re-Start will promote innovation and knowledge sharing, including 
hosting an ‘ideas incubator’, also open to external partners, such as start-ups, to 
develop or co-develop circular economy projects. 

“Plans to install a 
dismantling line 
in the Flins plant 
from 2024 will 
increase Renault’s 
capacity to source 
parts and materials 
in short recycling 
‘loops’.”
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Netherlands and the US 
Resource conscious fashion start-ups

In addition to governments and big businesses, small companies can and are playing 
an important role in bringing about a more circular economy, developing new 
technologies and business models that could eventually be widely adopted. The 
fashion industry is one of the most environmentally damaging on the planet, 
accounting for more greenhouse gas emissions than aviation and shipping 
combined.38 The UK has a particularly big impact, with per person clothing 
consumption twice that of many European countries.39 But the following companies 
are pioneering changes at different stages of the material cycle to address systemic 
problems in the industry. 

Production 
DyeCoo: This Dutch company has developed a technology that uses CO2 reclaimed 
from existing industrial processes to dye textiles, without using any water or process 
chemicals. This makes the production stage more circular: 95 per cent of the CO2 is 
recycled in a closed loop system and, with no water evaporation, it is more energy 
efficient than typical processes.40 A processing machine costs €2.5 million, which is 
considerably more expensive than a conventional unit, but there are cost savings as a 
water treatment machine is not required. Currently, the only applicable fabric is 
polyester, but cotton and other synthetic materials are likely to be dyed by this 
technology in the future.41 

Use and reuse 
Circos: Another Dutch company is offering a rental service for baby and maternity 
designer clothing, following a growing trend. This business model enables reuse, 
lowers demand for new products and reduces landfill. The consumer selects a bundle 
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of clothing, on a pay-per-item basis, from brands such as Adidas and Patagonia. When 
a child has outgrown clothes, as happens particularly quickly in the early years, they 
can be swapped for a new size or style. The company claims that one Circos member 
saves on average six kilogrammes of CO2 emissions and 242 litres of water every 
month.42 

Reprocessing
Natural Fiber Welding: Innovations are also taking place at the end of life for 
clothing. Mechanical methods of recycling cotton are only capable of incorporating 
30 per cent of recycled fibre into new fabrics without compromising quality.43 However, 
Natural Fiber Welding in the US has developed a technique to upcycle post-consumer 
cotton waste by welding short fibres into longer ones. The company has attracted 
investment from Ralph Lauren.44

DyeCoo processing machine [Image courtesy of DyeCoo]

“When a child has 
outgrown clothes, as 
happens particularly 
quickly in the early 
years, they can be 
swapped for a new 
size or style.”
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The examples show that there are solutions to persistent barriers to a circular 
economy for products. But resource efficient, circular initiatives can only become the 
norm if the technical solutions provided by individual companies are supported 
within an economy wide strategy set by government. This should involve turning 
ambitions into a more concrete vision. The starting point for this should be a goal to 
keep the UK’s use of resources within its fair share of the planet’s ability to provide 
them. Then the necessary scenarios to achieve that vision should be outlined, as the 
UK has done on climate. 

Strategic tools
The ‘backcasting’ technique is one that has been touted as useful in the realm of 
sustainability, when “problems at hand are complex and when present trends are part 
of the problems”.45 Unlike forecasting, which predicts future scenarios, and often 
involves multiple strategies to deal with potential developments, backcasting is a 
planning tool which starts with a desired outcome and identifies steps to make it 
happen.

It normally follows a six step process beginning with an overarching vision, 
which can be developed through participatory processes, incorporating the views of 
government, business, academia and the public. It then considers existing and 
historic drivers and constraints, before setting out scenarios to achieve the vision. 

Using backcasting to design a circular economy
Academics at the University of Manchester have suggested a planning process that 
combines ecodesign with backcasting, where the backcasting guides ecodesign 
strategy towards solutions.46 

Although this proposal is predominantly aimed at guiding individual businesses 
towards a more circular model, a similar process could work on a larger scale for 
national strategy. Indeed, backcasting is frequently employed by governments to set 
strategy in a number of areas. 

In this case, it will be important to lead with a clear goal, and then identify 
which actors need to use which tools, when and in what circumstances. In other 
words, it needs to design an actionable roadmap to reach it. In many instances, 
potential circular economy business models and design choices are known, but when 
and how to apply them is not. Businesses and the public are too often unsure about 
the best way to tackle current problems like plastic pollution, let alone new problems 
that might be coming down the line.47 

Lessons from net zero strategy
The government’s strategy for reaching a net zero carbon economy could be a model 
for how to approach the development of a circular economy for the UK. It is similar 
to backcasting in that it has set out the desired future and has a rigorous method in 
working out the steps to get there, with recommendations broken down by sector 
and over five year periods. The process has been enhanced by contributions from 
experts, including the Climate Change Committee, which advises both the central 
and devolved governments on scenarios and interim steps towards the goal, and 

Developing a vision and action
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more recently from the public, through the Climate Assembly UK, which was 
commissioned by six parliamentary committees.

When it comes to resource use and the circular economy, the destination has 
not yet been clearly articulated by central government, although Wales has said it 
will develop a target for 'one planet resource use' by 2050.48 Until a clear vision is 
established, the barriers to be overcome and steps that need to be taken cannot be 
identified. It is, therefore, not at all certain how the government aims to meet its 
laudable, but general, ambition to ensure sustainable resource use. Meanwhile, the 
UK’s over consumption of resources and its consequences for the climate and nature 
continue at pace. Without a vision and clear implementation plan, it is highly 
unlikely that the individual policy reforms, currently at various stages of 
development, will add up to a comprehensive approach that leads to a sustainable and 
resilient resource economy.49
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The government will be setting long term goals for England through the 
Environment Bill, with targets due to take effect from October 2022. As part of this, 
it is expected to develop waste prevention and resource productivity targets, to 
complement existing recycling targets. These will be welcome, and are in line with 
our past recommendations, but much remains to be decided about their design and 
ambition.50 To avoid the system failures causing excessive resource consumption, all 
parts of the cycle, for all materials, must be comprehensively addressed. 

We recommend that the UK’s genuinely world-leading climate action framework 
is used as the model for a new approach to prevent unsustainable resource 
consumption and waste across the economy. We propose action in three areas:

1. An ambitious target to halve resource use
A target is needed to bring resource consumption within planetary boundaries 
by 2050. This could supplement, or replace, the current resource productivity 
measure for England. The science around resource use is less well established 
than that around climate, but emerging evidence suggests a reduction of at 
least one half is needed across the UK.

A target focused on resource productivity is unlikely to address over consumption on 
its own, as it measures resource use against economic output, meaning absolute 
resource use could keep rising if the economy grows. 

Our proposal is ambitious, but it would promote economic activity that 
minimises material extraction and keeps resources in circulation at their highest 
value for as long as possible. It would support the meeting of carbon targets and 
tackle environmental degradation. This aim is also not out of line with what has been 
considered elsewhere and what is currently being developed in Wales. In the EU, a 
leaked early version of the Circular Economy Action Plan included a target to halve 
the bloc’s material use by 2030.51 This target did not make it into the final strategy, 
but the UK’s central and devolved governments should seek to lead the world on this 
agenda, as they have done on climate. Earlier this year, MEPs called on the European 
Commission to return to the issue and implement binding targets for material 
reduction, suggesting time is of the essence if the UK is to lead.52

2. Plans for specific sectors and materials 
Roadmaps should be outlined for specific sectors and strategically important 
materials, identifying what can and needs to be done to contribute to the 
overall goal. 

An economy wide resource reduction target is unlikely to be enough to stimulate 
action at the right level in specific sectors or for certain materials. For instance, 
critical raw materials are used in relatively small quantities but are vital for growing 
the UK’s green economy and urgently need to be preserved. 

In some instances, including for high impact sectors like food, textiles and 
electronics, voluntary industry initiatives already exist, but they have had mixed 
results and have often avoided targeting absolute reduction in material use.53 
However, these initiatives could form the basis of new mandatory sector groups 
setting statutory targets for their part in meeting the economy wide goal.

Our recommendations

“To avoid the system 
failures causing 
excessive resource 
consumption, 
all parts of the 
cycle, for all 
materials, must be 
comprehensively 
addressed.”
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3. Binding interim goals 
Legally binding interim goals should be set towards the overall target, both 
overarching and sector specific, to provide near term certainty and a stable 
policy environment for businesses. 

This would encourage investment in the business models, infrastructure and 
innovation needed for a whole system adjustment to a circular economy.

UK climate action is guided by interim carbon budgets to keep the country on 
course to meet its 2050 goal, but the government has resisted this approach for other 
environmental targets, including those for resources, being developed for England 
through the Environment Bill. 

There is also nothing in the bill to compel the government, now or in the 
future, to act early to meet its resource targets, or to take remedial action when 
targets are going to be missed. Resource use is a multi-faceted issue, and binding 
targets will be essential to focus all parts of the economy on the task at hand. 
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