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How the EU wants to achieve a circular economy by 
2050

Recycling is an important part of the circular economy

Find out about the EU’s circular economy action plan and what additional measures 
MEPs want to reduce waste and make products more sustainable.

If we keep on exploiting resources as we do now, by 2050 we would need the resources of 
three Earths. Finite resources and climate issues require moving from a ‘take-make-dispose’ 
society to a carbon-neutral, environmentally sustainable, toxic-free and fully circular economy by 
2050.

The current crisis highlighted weaknesses in resource and value chains, hitting small and 
medium-sized enterprises and industry. A circular economy will cut CO2-emissions, whilst 
stimulating economic growth and creating job opportunities.
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https://www.resourcepanel.org/reports/global-resources-outlook
https://www.resourcepanel.org/reports/global-resources-outlook
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20180703STO07129/eu-responses-to-climate-change


Read more about the definition and benefits of the circular economy

The EU circular economy action plan
In line with EU’s 2050 climate neutraility goal under the Green Deal, the European Commission 
proposed in March 2022 the first package of measures to speed up transition towards a circular 
economy, as announced in the Circular Economy Action Plan. The proposals include boosting 
sustainable products, empowering consumers for the green transition, the review of the 
construction product regulation, as well as a strategy on sustainable textiles. 
 

In November 2022, the European Commission proposed new EU-wide rules on packaging. It 
includes proposals to improve packaging design, such as clear labelling, to promote reuse and 
recycling. It also calls for a transition to bio-based, biodegradable, and compostable plastics.

The Parliament called for tighter recycling rules and binding 2030 targets for materials use and 
consumption in a resolution adopted on 9 February 2021. 
 

In October 2022, Parliament approved a revision of rules on persistent organic pollutants 
(POPs) to reduce the amount of dangerous chemicals in waste and production processes. The 
new rules will introduce stricter limits, ban certain chemicals and keep pollutants away from 
recycling.

Moving to sustainable products
The production process starts with raw materials and global supply chains were hit hard by the 
Covid-19 pandemic. In 2021, MEPs asked for a comprehensive EU strategy for critical raw 
materials based on sustainable sourcing and high environmental, social and human rights 
standards. MEPs want to reduce the EU’s reliance on a few non-EU countries and want to 
promote recycling and recovery of critical raw materials.

 
To achieve an EU market of sustainable, climate-neutral and resource-efficient products, the 
Commission proposes extending the Ecodesign Directive to non-energy-related products and 
creating Digital Product Passports, with the aim of sharing all relevant information along the 
product lifecycle.  
 

MEPs also back initiatives to fight planned obsolescence, improve the durability and reparability 
of products and to strengthen consumer rights with the right to repair. They insist consumers 
have the right to be properly informed about the environmental impact of the products and 
services they buy and asked the Commission to make proposals to fight so-called 
greenwashing, when companies present themselves as being more environmentally-friendly 
than they really are.
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/economy/20151201STO05603/circular-economy-definition-importance-and-benefits
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20180305STO99003/reducing-carbon-emissions-eu-targets-and-measures
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20200618STO81513/green-deal-key-to-a-climate-neutral-and-sustainable-eu
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_2013
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1583933814386&uri=COM:2020:98:FIN
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_7155?fbclid=IwAR17DTjpv2Z22Wf8tQ73xYvoQ7yjuvXVeT8kZhrYDEri9eMkrz4XJrS-eAA
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210204IPR97114/circular-economy-meps-call-for-tighter-eu-consumption-and-recycling-rules
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20210204IPR97114/circular-economy-meps-call-for-tighter-eu-consumption-and-recycling-rules
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20220930STO41917/persistent-pollutants-definition-effects-and-eu-regulation
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20211118STO17611/sustainable-supplies-of-critical-raw-materials-crucial-for-eu-industry
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20211118IPR17620/critical-raw-materials-the-eu-should-secure-its-own-supply
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20211118IPR17620/critical-raw-materials-the-eu-should-secure-its-own-supply
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/publications/communication-making-sustainable-products-norm_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20180522STO04021/ecodesign-directive-from-energy-efficiency-to-recycling
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/economy/20201119STO92005/how-to-promote-sustainable-consumption
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/economy/20201119STO92005/how-to-promote-sustainable-consumption
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20220331STO26410/why-is-the-eu-s-right-to-repair-legislation-important


Making crucial sectors circular
Circularity and sustainability must be incorporated in all stages of a value chain to achieve a 
fully circular economy: from design to production and all the way to the consumer. The 
Commission action plan sets down seven key areas essential to achieving a circular economy: 
plastics; textiles; e-waste; food, water and nutrients; packaging; batteries and vehicles; buildings 
and construction.

Plastics
MEPs back the European Strategy for Plastics in a Circular Economy, which would phase out 
the use of microplastics.

Read more about the EU strategy to reduce plastic waste 

Textiles
Textiles use a lot of raw materials and water, with less than 1% recycled.  
 

The EU strategy for sustainable and circular textiles presented by the Commission in March 
2020 aims to ensure that by 2030 textile products placed on the EU market are long-lived and 
recyclable, made as much as possible of recycled fibres and free of hazardous substances. 
 

MEPs want new measures against microfibre loss and stricter standards on water use.

Discover how textile production and waste affects the environment 

Electronics and ICT
Electronic and electrical waste, or e-waste, is the fastest growing waste stream in the EU and 
less than 40% is recycled. MEPs want the EU to promote longer product life through reusability 
and reparability.

Learn some E-waste facts and figures

Food, water and nutrients
An estimated 20% of food is lost or wasted in the EU. MEPs urge the halving of food waste by 
2030 under the Farm to Fork Strategy.

Packaging
Packaging waste in Europe reached a record high in 2017. New rules aim to ensure that all 
packaging on the EU market is economically reusable or recyclable by 2030.
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20181116STO19217/microplastics-sources-effects-and-solutions
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20180830STO11347/how-to-reduce-plastic-waste-eu-strategy-explained
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/textiles-in-europes-circular-economy
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/publications/textiles-strategy_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20201208STO93327/the-impact-of-textile-production-and-waste-on-the-environment-infographic
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/T2020_RT130/bookmark/table?lang=en&bookmarkId=a69be825-957e-473c-a81f-f02866dc9141
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20201208STO93325/e-waste-in-the-eu-facts-and-figures-infographic
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20200519STO79425/creating-a-sustainable-food-system-the-eu-s-strategy


Batteries and vehicles
MEPs agreed new rules requiring the production and materials of all batteries on the EU market 
to have a low carbon footprint and respect human rights, social and ecological standards. 
 

Find out the new EU rules for more sustainable and ethical batteries proposed by Parliament 

Construction and buildings
Construction accounts for more than 35% of total EU waste. MEPs want to increase the lifespan 
of buildings, set reduction targets for the carbon footprint of materials and establish minimum 
requirements on resource and energy efficiency.

Waste management and shipment
The EU generates more than 2.5 billion tonnes of waste a year. TEU exports of waste to non-
EU countries reached 32.7 million tonnes in 2020. The majority of shipped waste consists of 
ferrous and nonferrous metal scrap as well as paper, plastic, textile and glass wastes and 
mainly goes to Turkey, India and Egypt. 
 

MEPs urge EU countries to increase high-quality recycling, move away from landfilling, 
minimise incineration and reduce harmful chemicals in waste. In January 2023, Parliament 
voted on its position regarding waste shipment rules, which aim to promote reuse and recycling 
and reduce pollution. 
 

Under the rules, waste exported from the EU should be managed in an environmentally sound 
manner in the destination countries and enforcement should be stepped up to counteract illegal 
shipments. Within the EU, MEPs want a better exchange of information and transparency on 
shipments. EU exports of hazardous waste to non-OECD countries should, in general, be 
prohibited. Exports of plastic waste to non-OECD countries should also be banned, while such 
exports to OECD countries should be phased out within four years. 
 

Find out about landfilling and recycling statistics in the EU 

More about the circular economy
Environment committee's circular economy report
Check legislative progress
Procedural steps
European Commission page on the circular economy
Infographic: circular economy
The environmental impact of plastics and micro-plastics use, waste and pollution(October 2020)
Faebook interview with lead MEP Jan Huitema 
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https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_2312
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/economy/20220228STO24218/new-eu-rules-for-more-sustainable-and-ethical-batteries
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/sustainability/built-environment_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/ddn-20220525-1
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20230113IPR66627/waste-shipments-meps-push-for-tighter-eu-rules
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20180328STO00751/eu-waste-management-infographic-with-facts-and-figures
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/ENVI-PR-652387_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-european-green-deal/file-new-circular-economy-action-plan/12-2020
https://oeil.secure.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2020/2077(INI)&l=en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/infographics/circulareconomy/public/index.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/658279/IPOL_STU(2020)658279_EN.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/europeanparliament/videos/253592193041960/
mailto:webmaster@europarl.eu

