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Executive Summary 

The Asia-Pacific region has experienced rapid in-

dustrialization, population growth, and improved liv-

ing standards over the past few decades. These de-

velopments, however, have led to increased mate-

rial extraction, consumption, and waste generation, 

exacerbating global environmental challenges such 

as biodiversity loss and pollution. The linear “take-

make-waste” economic model that dominates the 

region is unsustainable, with countries breaching 

critical planetary boundaries. A shift to a circular 

economy, which aims to decouple economic 

growth from environmental degradation, offers a 

solution by promoting systems where materials are 

used efficiently with limited waste, and nature is re-

generated. 

The circular economy presents a transformative 

approach for Asia-Pacific countries, many of which 

have expressed a growing interest in such strate-

gies. Despite this interest, widespread action is yet 

to arise. Without bold, ambitious measures, the cir-

cular economy risks becoming just another con-

cept, and the region may miss out on the oppor-

tunity to balance economic development with envi-

ronmental sustainability. 

Key Drivers of Circular Economy Implementation 

Businesses in the Asia-Pacific region, from micro, 

small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) to large 

multinational corporations, play a pivotal role in 

driving circular economy activities. These busi-

nesses are uniquely positioned to integrate circular 

principles into their supply chains and offer circular 

solutions. However, governments must create ena-

bling environments to support and accelerate these 

activities. There are six key drivers for unlocking 

the circular economy across the region: 

1. Infrastructure: Adequate digital and physical 

infrastructure is necessary to support circular 

activities such as waste separation, recycling, 

and resource recovery. Digital platforms can 

facilitate the exchange of recyclable materi-

als, while physical systems for waste man-

agement, like those seen in China and the Re-

public of Korea, can significantly enhance re-

cycling rates. 

2. Regulation: Effective regulatory frameworks 

can incentivize businesses to adopt circular 

practices. For example, Japan and the Repub-

lic of Korea have implemented Extended Pro-

ducer Responsibility (EPR) systems that hold 

manufacturers accountable for their products’ 

entire lifecycle, including post-consumer 

waste management. These regulations en-

courage businesses to design products with 

recyclability in mind and promote the use of 

recycled materials. 

3. Education: Education and capacity building 

are critical for equipping the workforce with 

the skills needed to support circular economy 

activities. Programs such as Toyota’s em-

ployee training on sustainable practices are 

essential for fostering a circular mindset. 
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4. Finance: Financial instruments, including pub-

lic and private funding, are vital to scaling up 

circular economy initiatives. Companies like 

Neste and Indorama Ventures have benefited 

from green financing frameworks and blue 

loans, enabling them to invest in practices 

such as recycling infrastructure and renewa-

ble energy production. 

5. Innovation: Innovation is at the core of ad-

vancing the circular economy. Companies in 

the region have pioneered new business mod-

els, such as Viet Nam’s Glassia Water, which 

offers bottled water as a service using refilla-

ble glass bottles. Additionally, regenerative ag-

riculture initiatives in China exemplify how in-

novative practices can contribute to circularity. 

6. Collaboration: Collaborative efforts between 

governments, businesses, and other stake-

holders are crucial for scaling up circular solu-

tions. Industrial symbiosis, as seen in Japan’s 

Kitakyushu Eco-town project, demonstrates 

how businesses can collaborate to turn waste 

from one entity into resources for another, 

maximizing resource efficiency and reducing 

environmental impacts. 

Policy Landscape and Maturity 

Governments in the Asia-Pacific region have made 

varying levels of progress in developing circular 

economy policies. Japan, the Republic of Korea, 

and China are at the forefront, with comprehensive 

policies already implemented, such as Japan’s Cir-

cular Economy Vision 2020 and the Republic of Ko-

rea’s EPR framework. However, many other coun-

tries are still in the early stages of policy develop-

ment, with some formulating roadmaps and calls to 

action. 

The report identifies 79 policies across the region, 

each at different stages of maturity, from early-

stage frameworks to fully implemented policies 

through enacting laws, regulations, and/or 

economic or fiscal incentives. These policies cover 

critical areas such as waste management, recy-

cling, and resource efficiency. Policy development 

and implementation lessons learned include: 

1. Trade policies need to align with circular 

economy goals to avoid negative spillovers 

and support global sustainability efforts. 

2. The success of new circular economy policies 

also relies on the effective enforcement of ex-

isting waste management and other related 

environmental regulations.  

3. Society needs to be engaged to embrace 

shifts in consumption patterns and ensure 

their success. This is crucial when imple-

menting circular economy policies. A signifi-

cant obstacle is the frequent focus on waste 

management without equal emphasis on re-

ducing waste at its source. 

Business Initiatives in Circularity 

Several businesses in the Asia-Pacific region have 

already taken significant steps toward implement-

ing circular economy principles with and without 

government support. These businesses include 

Budweiser Brewing Company Asia-Pacific Limited; 

City Developments Limited; CLP Holdings; En+ 

Group; Indorama Ventures; Mahindra Group; and 

Unilever PLC. These examples highlight the poten-

tial for businesses to lead the circular economy 

transition. However, scaling these efforts across 

the region requires more robust government sup-

port and policy alignment. Key implementation 

challenges are high initial investment and upfront 

cost; supply chain and operational challenges; and 

ambiguity in definitions and requirements; con-

sumer behavior and market demand; and limited 

capacity of organizations to implement and adopt 

circular economy policies. 
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The Next Frontier for Circular Economy in the 

Asia-Pacific Region 

To fully unlock the potential of the circular econ-

omy, countries in the Asia-Pacific region must 

move beyond awareness and take decisive action. 

Governments need to implement and enforce poli-

cies that incentivize circular practices, while busi-

nesses must continue to innovate and collaborate. 

The next frontier for circularity in the region will be 

characterized by a level playing field where circular 

products and services are competitive in the mar-

ket and linear practices are phased out. 

With the right infrastructure, regulations, education, 

financial support, innovation, and collaboration, the 

Asia-Pacific region can lead the global transition to-

ward a sustainable, circular economy that benefits 

both society and the planet. 
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I: INTRODUCTION 

 

The Situation 

The Asia-Pacific region has undergone widespread 

industrialization, population growth, and improve-

ment in quality in life over the past decades, but 

this has also led to surges in material extraction, 

consumption, and waste generation. Like the rest 

of the world, countries in the Asia-Pacific region 

have relied on the linear take-make-waste eco-

nomic model which has intensified global chal-

lenges such as breaching six out of the nine plane-

tary boundaries which include biodiversity loss and 

environmental pollution (Richardson et al., 2023). 

The circular economy offers an exit from the status 

quo through creating a system where materials do 

not become waste and nature is regenerated so 

that economic development and environmental 

degradation can be decoupled from each other.  

Countries in the Asia-Pacific region need a deep 

transformation into a circular economy as an im-

portant part of the way forward for development 

and leaders in this region have expressed signifi-

cant interest in this (Lau et al., 2024). Within the 

past several years, the number of dialogues, de-

bates, and public news stories about the circular 

economy has almost tripled which provides evi-

dence of greater awareness and interest (Circular 

Economy Foundation, 2024). Although this is a 

positive development, speeches and targets an-

nounced have not yet been converted into ground-

level actions and real impacts. Without any bold or 

ambitious actions, the circular economy will 

remain as just a widely discussed concept at best 

and countries will miss opportunities to redefine 

how humanity within the Asia-Pacific region can 

find a balance between the needs of society and 

the limits of the planet. 

Businesses of all sizes from micro and small-me-

dium enterprises (MSMEs) to large-scale at the na-

tional and multinational level are the engine that 

run economies in the Asia-Pacific region by pro-

ducing goods and services that meet the needs of 

society. At the same time, businesses have a criti-

cal role to fulfill to make circular economy a reality 

whether it is through applying the principles of the 

circular economy into their supply chains or 

through providing circular solutions. Businesses 

cannot take on this enormous mission alone. Gov-

ernments across the Asia-Pacific region need to 

accelerate implementation of policies that support 

circular economy activities. Many circular econ-

omy policies already exist in the Asia-Pacific re-

gion, but they are at different levels of maturity. 

Businesses need wider support to scale up their 

circular activities.  

There are several key elements required to both 

push and pull businesses to accelerate implemen-

tation of circular economy activities in the Asia-Pa-

cific region. These key elements are infrastructure, 

regulation, education, finance, innovation, and col-

laboration. Businesses and governments are 
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already aware of solutions for each of these key el-

ements to drive circularity, and success stories ex-

ist. However, it remains important to scale-up 

these efforts and continue to spread awareness.  

The United Nations Economic and Social Commis-

sion for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) promotes co-

operation between its 53 member States and 9 as-

sociate members to pursue solutions to sustaina-

ble development challenges. ESCAP oversees a 

Sustainable Business Network (ESBN) that com-

prises business leaders, chief executive officers, 

and heads of sustainability from companies from 

and/or with substantial operations in the coun-

tries/economies of the ESCAP region. As building 

a circular economy is a priority area for improving 

development of the Asia-Pacific region, ESBN has 

established a task force on this matter. The task 

force aims to promote change towards more circu-

lar production and consumption, which involves 

sharing, leasing, reusing, repairing, refurbishing 

and recycling existing materials and products as 

long as possible. 

The Purpose 
 

ESCAP has commissioned this position paper to 

provide insights to motivate businesses and gov-

ernments to support each other in accelerating the 

implementation of circular economy activities in 

the Asia-Pacific region. Specifically, this report 

aims to answer the question 

“What can businesses in the Asia-Pacific region do 

to implement circular economy activities and how 

can better government policies accelerate  

progress?” 

 

 

This report will explore 

• What can both governments and businesses 

do to implement more circular economy activi-

ties in the Asia-Pacific region? 

• What are successful examples of government 

policies that have encouraged businesses to 

implement more circular economy activities? 

• What types of circular economy activities have 

businesses in the Asia-Pacific region imple-

mented? 

• How do regulation, innovation, collaboration, 

education, infrastructure, and finance drive 

more businesses to implement circular activi-

ties in the Asia-Pacific region? 

This report will help readers understand 

• The maturity of circular economy policies in 

the Asia-Pacific region 

• The types of policies that can be developed 

and implemented to support circularity 

• Examples of how policies can lead to more cir-

cularity activities in the Asia-Pacific region 

• What leading businesses are doing to imple-

ment circular economy in the Asia-Pacific re-

gion 

• Actions governments and businesses in the 

Asia-Pacific region must take to push the 

boundaries of a circular economy. 

The scope of the research conducted covers all 

countries in the Asia-Pacific region, specifically in 

East and North-East Asia, North and Central Asia, 

Pacific, South and South-West Asia, and South-East 

Asia (Economic and Social Commission for Asia 

and Pacific (ESCAP), 2023). After this introduction, 

Chapter 2 briefly introduces the circular economy, 

categorizes the various kinds of circular activities, 
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and presents the opportunities and urgency for a 

circular transformation in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Chapter 3 discusses how circular economy activi-

ties support the United Nations Sustainable Devel-

opment Goals (SDGs). Chapter 4 discusses how in-

frastructure, regulation, education, finance, innova-

tion, and collaboration are the secrets to unlocking 

a circular economy. Chapter 5 reviews the maturity 

of 79 circular economy policies identified in the 

Asia-Pacific region. Chapter 6 presents examples 

of businesses that are members of the ESBN that 

have implemented circular economy initiatives in 

the Asia-Pacific region and discusses the chal-

lenges businesses often must overcome. The re-

port closes with Chapter 7 that sets a vision for the 

next frontier of the circular economy in the Asia-Pa-

cific region and calls for actions that must be 

taken.  

The examples of circular economy activities pro-

vided in this report are intended to illustrate various 

approaches across the Asia-Pacific region. They 

are not meant to imply that these are the only ef-

fective or comprehensive examples available. 

There are numerous other initiatives that contribute 

to circular economy efforts, each with its own 

unique context, challenges, and successes. 
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II: CIRCULARITY AT A GLANCE  

What is the Circular 

Economy? 

 

The circular economy concept represents a sys-

tem where materials do not become waste and 

nature is regenerated. A circular economy aims 

to keep products and materials in circulation for 

as long as possible through activities such as 

maintenance, reuse, refurbishment, remanufac-

turing, recycling, and composting (see Figure 1). 

The circular economy seeks to decouple eco-

nomic activities from consumption of finite re-

sources, which can address global environmen-

tal challenges such as climate change, biodiver-

sity loss, waste, and pollution. The circular econ-

omy is based on three principles which are: 

1. Eliminate waste and pollution: Move away 

from the linear take-make-waste system 

2. Circulate products and materials at their 

highest value: Keep materials in as a prod-

uct or as components or raw materials 

3. Regenerate nature: Support natural pro-

cesses and allow for more space for nature 

to thrive. 

Eliminate waste and pollution. A linear take-

make-waste system is a traditional economic 

model where resources are extracted, used to 

produce goods, and then discarded as waste af-

ter consumption. This system contributes to 

waste and pollution because materials and en-

ergy are used only once, leading to the accumu-

lation of discarded products in landfills and envi-

ronmental degradation. Transitioning to a circu-

lar system emphasizes reusing, recycling, and 

regenerating resources, ensuring that materials 

remain in use for as long as possible. By doing 

so, we can significantly reduce waste and pollu-

tion, minimize resource extraction, and promote 

sustainability through more efficient use of re-

sources. 

Circulate products and materials at their high-

est value. This can be achieved by adhering to 

the waste hierarchy, a framework that prioritizes 

waste management strategies, starting with pre-

vention, followed by reuse, recycling, recovery, 

and disposal as the last resort. The waste hierar-

chy emphasizes minimizing waste generation 

and maximizing the value of materials through 

reuse and recycling, reducing the need for new 

resources. By adhering to the waste hierarchy, 

we can reduce environmental impacts, conserve 

resources, and support the transition to a more 

sustainable, circular system. 

Regenerate nature. Regenerating nature means 
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restoring ecosystems, enhancing biodiversity, 

and allowing natural systems to renew them-

selves, rather than depleting them through hu-

man activity. This aligns with the principles of 

the circular economy by ensuring that natural re-

sources are sustainably managed, allowing them 

to recover and continue providing vital services. 

By prioritizing regeneration, the circular economy 

promotes the health of ecosystems, reduces re-

source extraction, and supports long-term envi-

ronmental sustainability. 

 

Types of Circular  

Economy Activities 

Achieving a circular economy requires deep 

changes across a complex system that upholds 

economies in the Asia-Pacific region. The solu-

tions for creating a circular economy in the Asia-

Pacific region will need to operate across differ-

ent parts of a larger system built on collabora-

tion and partnerships. Solutions should address 

the root cause of problems to create lasting 

change as opposed to short-term approaches 

that address only the symptoms. There are many 

different types of activities that can support the 

goals of the circular economy. These activities 

can broadly be organized into four categories 

that cover design, use, value recovery, and over-

all circularity support (European Commission, 

2020). 

Figure 1. Visualization of the Circular Economy 
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Circular Design and Production Models. Design 

and produce products and materials with the 

aim of retaining long-term value and reducing 

waste. Promote dematerialization by making 

products redundant (i.e., eliminating the need for 

the product altogether) or replacing them with 

radically different product or service. 

• Design and production of products and as-

sets that enable circular economy strate-

gies, through e.g. (i) increased resource effi-

ciency, durability, functionality, modularity, 

upgradability, easy disassembly and repair; 

(ii) use of materials that are recyclable or 

compostable 

• Development and deployment of process 

technologies that enable circular economy 

strategies 

• Development and sustainable production of 

new materials (including bio-based materi-

als) that are reusable, recyclable or com-

postable 

• Substitution or substantial reduction of sub-

stances of concern in materials, products 

and assets to enable circular economy 

strategies 

• Substitution of virgin materials with second-

ary raw materials and by-products. 

Circular Use Models. Life extension and opti-

mized use of products and assets during the use 

phase with the aim of retaining resource value 

and reducing waste to help improve usage and 

support service. 

• Reuse, repair, refurbishing, repurposing and 

remanufacturing of end-of-life or redundant 

products, movable assets and their compo-

nents that would otherwise be discarded 

• Refurbishment and repurposing of end-of-

design life or redundant immovable assets 

(buildings/infrastructure/facilities) 

• Product-as-a-service, reuse and sharing 

models based on, including but not limited 

to, leasing, pay- per-use, subscription or de-

posit return schemes, that enable circular 

economy strategies 

• Rehabilitation of degraded land to return to 

useful state and remediation of abandoned 

or underutilized brownfield sites in prepara-

tion for redevelopment. 

Circular Value Recovery Models. Capture value 

from products and materials in the after-use 

phase 

• Separate collection and reverse logistics of 

wastes as well as redundant products, parts 

and materials enabling circular value reten-

tion and recovery strategies 

• Recovery of materials from waste in prepa-

ration for circular value retention and recov-

ery strategies 

• Recovery and valorization of biomass waste 

and residues as food, feed, nutrients, fertiliz-

ers, bio-based materials or chemical feed-

stock 

• Reuse/recycling of wastewater. 

Circular Support. Develop enabling digital tools 

and applications, education and awareness-rais-

ing programs, and advisory services to support 

circular economy strategies and business mod-

els 

• Development/deployment of tools, applica-

tions, and services enabling circular econ-

omy strategies.
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The Opportunities and 
Urgency for a Circular 
Transformation 
 

Businesses in the Asia-Pacific region stand to 

gain significant benefits through implementing 

circular practices through products, services, and 

business models. These benefits include: 

• Cost savings from resource efficiency. 

Through designing products for reuse, re-

manufacturing, or recycling, companies 

can reduce their dependence on virgin ma-

terials and reduce raw material costs. Re-

ducing waste generation and energy con-

sumption will also lead to cost reductions 

during operations. For example, French-

based Schneider Electric uses recycled 

content and recyclable materials in its 

products, prolongs product lifespan 

through leasing and pay-per-use, and has 

introduced take-back schemes into its 

supply chain. Circular activities accounted 

for 12 per cent of its revenues and saved 

100,000 tonnes of primary resources from 

2018-2020 (World Economic Forum, 

2020). 

• New jobs and livelihoods. The circular 

economy creates new jobs and livelihoods 

by fostering opportunities in recycling, re-

manufacturing, and sustainable product 

design, which require skilled labor and in-

novation. Start-ups are driving this growth 

by developing innovative business models 

that emphasize reuse, repair, and resource 

efficiency, further expanding employment 

opportunities across various sectors. 

• Revenue from new business models. 

Product-as-a-service business models 

such as leasing, or subscription services 

can create continuous revenue streams in-

stead of one-time sales. 

• Improved customer loyalty and brand 

value. Companies that embrace circular 

practices can stand to enhance their 

brand image. This can help companies 

distinguish themselves in the market to 

consumers that are more eco-conscious. 

• Regulatory compliance. As global markets 

and countries in Asia-Pacific implement 

more environmental regulations, compa-

nies that implement circular practices will 

stay ahead of financial penalties covering 

waste disposal, recycling mandates, emis-

sions control. 

Companies that fail to embrace circularity risk 

losing access to existing or new markets to sell 

their products and services and may not meet 

the expectations of investors that are building in 

circularity into their decision-making. 

The Asia-Pacific region is in dire need to acceler-

ate implementation of circular economy activi-

ties to deal with the growing demands for materi-

als to power economies in the region and the 

consequential volumes of unmanaged waste.  

• Domestic material consumption. The 

Asia-Pacific region’s average domestic 

material consumption per capita in 2019 

was 13.4 tonnes per capita, which is 

18 per cent higher than the global average 

domestic material consumption (11.4 

tonnes per capita) (Our World in Data, 

2019). 

• Waste generation. The Asia-Pacific region 

represents almost half (45 per cent) of the 
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total amount of municipal solid waste 

(MSW) the world generates each year 

(World Bank Group, 2024). Food and or-

ganic waste make up half (54 per cent) of 

all municipal solid waste generated in 

Asia, followed by paper and cardboard 

(13 per cent), and plastic (11 per cent). In 

terms of special types of waste, 

agriculture waste is the highest, followed 

by industrial waste from a variety of manu-

facturing processes, and construction and 

demolition waste. Figure 2 illustrates the 

status of waste generation in the Asia-Pa-

cific region (World Bank Group, 2024). 

This includes municipal solid waste 

(MSW) and other types of waste.
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Figure 2. Waste Generation and Composition in the Asia-Pacific Region 
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III: CIRCULARITY AND THE SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

 

What are the SDGs? 

The UN SDGs, established in 2015, encompass a 

comprehensive set of global objectives aimed at 

eradicating poverty, safeguarding the planet, and 

ensuring prosperity for all by 2030. There are 17 

SDGs with 169 targets that can be categorized 

into three broad areas: social, economic, and en-

vironmental. The environmental and economic 

goals (SDGs 7-9 and 11-15 respectively) empha-

size affordable and clean energy, decent work 

and economic growth, industry innovation and in-

frastructure, sustainable cities, responsible con-

sumption and production, climate action, and the 

protection of life below water and on land. The 

social goals (SDGs 1-6, 10, 16) focus on eliminat-

ing poverty and hunger, promoting health and 

well-being, providing quality education, achieving 

gender equality, ensuring clean water and sanita-

tion, and reducing inequalities. SDG17 promotes 

global partnerships to advance all the SDGs.  

The connection between the SDGs and the circu-

lar economy is inherent and mutually reinforcing, 

with the circular economy holding significant po-

tential to advance the SDGs established by the 

United Nations. The most robust synergies be-

tween circular economy practices and SDG tar-

gets exist in SDG6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), 

SDG7 (Affordable and Clean Energy), SDG8 (De-

cent Work and Economic Growth), SDG12 

(Responsible Consumption and Production), and 

SDG15 (Life on Land), which demonstrate high 

levels of both direct and indirect contributions 

(Schroeder et al., 2019). More circular initiatives 

are emerging that improve livelihoods, empower 

individuals, and generate social benefits around 

the world (Kirchherr et al., 2017). These initia-

tives also set new examples of how a circular 

economy can also contribute to socially oriented 

goals such as SDG1 (No Poverty), SDG2 (Zero 

Hunger), SDG3 (Good Health and Well-being), 

SDG5 (Gender Equality), and SDG10 (Reduced In-

equalities).  

The SDGs can be achieved through circular econ-

omy activities at various levels: micro (products, 

companies, consumers), meso (eco-industrial 

parks), and macro (cities, regions, nations, and 

beyond) (Ghisellini et al., 2016a). Key strategies 

applied in these circular economy activities often 

include:  

• Retaining product ownership. Companies 

adopting this strategy follow sustainable 

practices such as recycling raw materials 

and shifting from selling products to leasing 

them. The producer remains responsible for 

product maintenance and after-sales ser-

vices. Such business models help reduce 

waste, conserve natural resources, and 
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minimize pollution, aligning with SDGs 6, 7, 

11, 12, 13, and 17. 

• Product life extension. This approach em-

phasizes designing goods with longer 

lifespans, reducing the need for frequent re-

purchases, promoting durability as a com-

petitive advantage, and often allowing for 

premium pricing. This contributes to building 

sustainable communities and fostering con-

sumer behaviors that support long-term en-

vironmental health, aligning with SDGs 3, 16, 

and 17.  

• Design for recycling. Companies enhance 

material recoverability by redesigning prod-

ucts and manufacturing processes and of-

ten collaborate with experts in material re-

covery. These activities not only align with 

SDG12 (Responsible Consumption and Pro-

duction) but also drive economic growth by 

creating new business models and job op-

portunities, contributing to SDGs 1, 8, and 9. 

The circular economy emphasizes resource effi-

ciency and sustainable consumption and produc-

tion which are also key principles for achieving 

sustainable development. Resource efficiency in-

volves optimizing the use of resources in produc-

tion and consumption while minimizing negative 

externalities in the input-output process. Sustain-

able consumption and production refer to “the 

use of services and related products that meet 

basic needs and improve quality of life while min-

imizing the use of natural resources, toxic materi-

als, and the emission of waste and pollutants 

throughout the lifecycle of the service or product” 

(United Nations, 2015a). In this context, SDG12, 

which focuses on “ensuring sustainable con-

sumption and production patterns,” is particularly 

relevant to the circular economy, as its targets 

aim to integrate waste to the economic system 

through closed-loop processes that mitigate neg-

ative externalities. 

 

Responsible Consump-
tion and Production 
 

The primary goal of SDG12 is to establish sus-

tainable global consumption and production pat-

terns. To address these issues, SDG12 includes 

eight specific targets that promote efficient natu-

ral resource use, halving per capita food waste, 

sound management of chemicals and waste, re-

ducing overall waste generation, and fostering 

sustainable business practices, public procure-

ment, lifestyle awareness, and rationalizing fossil 

fuel subsidies. The circular economy can contrib-

ute to SDG12 by promoting the design of prod-

ucts with longer lifespans, reusability, and recy-

clability, aligning with SDG12.5, which aims to 

significantly reduce waste generation through 

prevention, reduction, recycling, and reuse. For 

example, Japan’s focus on resource efficiency 

and waste reduction through its “Fundamental 

Plan for Establishing a Sound Material-Cycle So-

ciety” has resulted in substantial decreases in 

waste generation and improvements in recycling 

rates (Ministry of Environment, 2000). 

Circular economy practices also specifically con-

tribute to SDG12.2 (efficient use of natural re-

sources) and 12.4 (environmentally sound man-

agement of chemicals and all wastes throughout 

their lifecycle) by encouraging the use of sustain-

able materials and production processes. For in-

stance, EPR systems, a commonly used instru-

ment in the circular economy practices in many 

countries, hold manufacturers accountable for 
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the entire lifecycle of their products, encouraging 

sustainable product design and waste reduction 

(Liu et al., 2017; Maitre-Ekern, 2021; Rutkowski, 

2020; J. Wang et al., 2021). 

Moreover, the circular economy enhances re-

source efficiency by keeping materials in use for 

as long as possible through strategies like re-

manufacturing, refurbishing, and recycling. Effi-

cient resource use in the circular economy prac-

tices directly supports SDG 12.2, 12.6, and 12.A. 

Recycling materials is essential for enhancing 

sustainability and securing the supply of raw ma-

terials. Although research shows that recycling 

alone currently fulfills a relatively small portion of 

material demand, quality standards and eco-de-

sign along with recycling materials can signifi-

cantly expand the market for secondary materi-

als by lowering the demand for virgin materials 

and reducing the waste generation that helps in 

achieving SDG 12.2 and 12.6 (Mancini et al., 

2019). Also, industrial symbiosis networks, 

where waste from one enterprise serves as a re-

source for another, demonstrate how circular 

economy practices improve resource efficiency 

(Cecchin et al., 2020; Martin, 2020). By recogniz-

ing the value embedded in waste, recycling can 

return materials to the economy, ensuring their 

continued use and preserving their inherent value 

and promoting SDG12. 

Enhancing Industry, In-
novation, and Infrastruc-
ture and Climate Action 
 

The circular economy can also promote indus-

trial innovation and infrastructure and technologi-

cal development of SDG9 and enhance climate 

resilience and actions related to SDG13. SDG9 

focuses on establishing resilient infrastructure, 

advancing sustainable industrialization, and sup-

porting innovation (United Nations, 2015b). 

SDG13 aims to combat climate change by taking 

urgent measures to reduce greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions, enhancing resilience and adap-

tive capacity to climate-related hazards, and inte-

grating climate change measures into national 

policies, strategies, and planning. With over half 

of the world's population now living in cities, 

mass transport, renewable energy, the growth of 

new industries, and information and communica-

tion technologies are becoming increasingly im-

portant (World Bank Group, 2023b). This in-

creases GHG emissions from infrastructure, 

transportation, energy generation, and industries 

that significantly contribute to climate change, di-

rectly impacting the achievement of SDG13. Im-

plementing circular economy practices that en-

hance energy efficiency, foster innovations, and 

improve the construction and infrastructure sec-

tors are key strategies for reducing GHG emis-

sions and climate actions, aligning with both SDG 

9 and 13.  

The combination of circular economy practices 

and industrial innovations can unlock new possi-

bilities to contribute towards achieving the SDGs, 

including SDG 9 and 13 ,(Dantas et al., 2021). For 

instance, the Global Alliance for Buildings and 

Construction notes that the building sector alone 

is responsible for nearly 40 per cent of global en-

ergy-related GHG emissions (United Nations En-

vironment Programme (UNEP), 2022). Circularity 

and innovations in infrastructure practices, such 

as using eco-friendly materials, implementing en-

ergy-efficient designs, and promoting public 

transportation, is crucial for reducing these emis-

sions and supporting SDGs 9 and 13. Eco-con-

struction materials are also at the forefront of 
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circularity practices in the building and infra-

structure sectors. The development of bio-based, 

recycled, and reprocessed materials demon-

strates how circularity and innovations in eco-

construction reduce the environmental impact of 

construction activities (Bourbia et al., 2023; Pa-

padaki et al., 2022; Peñaloza et al., 2016; Simion 

et al., 2013). 

Moreover, smart cities serve as good examples 

of how integrating circular economy practices 

and innovations can help achieve SDG targets 

9.1, 9.4, 13.1, and 13.2. Smart cities leverage 

technology and data to enhance the efficiency of 

infrastructure services, improve the quality of life 

for residents, reduce environmental impacts and 

promote climate resilience. For instance, Singa-

pore has implemented an innovative waste man-

agement system as part of its Smart Nation 

initiative (Wong et al., 2021). The country uses 

pneumatic waste conveyance systems that 

transport waste through underground vacuum 

pipes to a central collection point. This system 

reduces the need for waste collection trucks, 

thereby decreasing traffic congestion and emis-

sions. Similarly, cities in China have also imple-

mented green building programs as part of its 

smart city development initiatives (N. Wang et 

al., 2018). This requires incorporating recycled 

and eco-friendly materials and advanced energy-

efficient management systems in new buildings, 

resulting in a significant reduction in energy con-

sumption and emissions. These circularity initia-

tives align with SDG9 by promoting innovations, 

sustainable construction and infrastructure prac-

tices and SDG13 by addressing GHG reduction 

and climate actions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



18 

 

 
 

 

IV: THE SIX SECRETS OF DRIVING  
CIRCULARITY 

Businesses produce goods and services to meet 

the needs of society and economies. With a full 

view of the supply chain, businesses are in a 

strong position to implement circular practices to 

prevent impacts on climate, resource scarcity, 

and pollution. Many businesses have demon-

strated their ability to implement circular econ-

omy activities independently because such activ-

ities have added value to their bottom line such 

as improved supply chain management, cost re-

ductions, and enhanced brand value. At the same 

time, many other businesses require support 

from government policies and institutions and 

other actors in the supply chain to implement cir-

cular activities depending on the type of industry 

and market factors. The secret to accelerating 

businesses to implement circular activities is 

harnessing six key drivers which are infrastruc-

ture, regulation, education, finance, innovation, 

and collaboration. These six drivers are needed 

to both push and pull companies in the Asia-Pa-

cific region to prioritize circularity and implement 

the necessary interventions.  

Figure 3 illustrates a framework that represents 

how businesses can implement circular 

economy activities when driven by infrastructure, 

regulation, education, finance, innovation, and 

collaboration and overall support from govern-

ment policies. In this framework, businesses are 

a collective engine that can provide circular prod-

ucts and services to meet the needs of society. 

To achieve circularity, businesses need to take a 

life cycle approach in planning the necessary in-

terventions from resource extraction all the way 

to end-of-life. Establishing infrastructure, regula-

tion, education, finance, innovation, and collabo-

ration between all actors is the secret to 

strengthening the ability for companies to imple-

ment circular activities at different parts of the 

life cycle of goods and services. These drivers of 

circularity are analogous to the roots of a tree 

that draw in support from government policies 

and institutions. The final circular products and 

services from businesses can support in achiev-

ing the SDGs. 

The following sections explain each of the six 

drivers and how they support implementation of 

circular economy activities with real examples 

from the Asia-Pacific region. 
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Figure 3. The Six Secrets to Drive Businesses to Implement Circular Economy Activities 
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Infrastructure  
 

Infrastructure refers to the fundamental physical 

and organizational structures and facilities that a 

society or enterprise needs to operate. To sup-

port a circular economy, the infrastructure 

needed includes digital systems and physical fa-

cilities that create conditions to support a circu-

lar flow of materials, energy, and products. Some 

examples of infrastructure that promote circular-

ity include: 

• Digital infrastructure and platforms. The Re-

public of Korea’s smart waste management 

technologies exemplify how digital infra-

structure can support the circular economy. 

The online recyclables trading system estab-

lished by the Ministry of Environment ena-

bles sellers to provide detailed information 

on recyclable waste, including type, charac-

teristics, quantity, and quality (Yoon, 2020). 

Buyers can then browse available materials 

by price, quality, and location to make pur-

chases through the platform. This use of 

digital technologies in Korea’s waste man-

agement also helps prevent illegal disposal, 

as authorities can monitor and verify real-

time treatment records submitted by waste 

generators, transporters, and disposal com-

panies. 

Regulation 
 

Regulations, in relation to circularity, are a set of 

rules or laws established by a government or any 

other authoritative body that are designed to 

maintain order, protect public interests, ensure 

fair practices, and promote safety and 

compliance with established standards associ-

ated with circular economy activities. To help 

businesses implement circular economy activi-

ties, regulations need to create conditions that 

economically incentivize waste reduction and re-

source efficiency and mandate certain practices 

and prohibiting other undesired practices. With-

out regulations, companies and consumers will 

continue existing practices that create more 

waste and/or consume more energy and materi-

als than necessary. Some examples of regula-

tions that promote circularity include: 

• Minimum recycled content. Mandatory recy-

cled content regulations require products to 

include a specific percentage of recycled 

materials, promoting resource efficiency and 

waste reduction. The progress and imple-

mentation of these regulations varies across 

the Asia-Pacific region and most of these 

are emerging. In Japan, the government 

plans to amend the Resource Effective Utili-

zation Promotion Act (1991) to mandate re-

cycled plastic use and require regular report-

ing (Kyodo News, 2024). The Republic of Ko-

rea has also set recycled content targets for 

polyethylene terephthalate (PET) bottles, 

aiming for 3 per cent by 2023 and 

30 per cent by 2030 (Lee et al., 2024). Indo-

nesia’s 2019 roadmap aims for 50 per cent 

recycled content in certain plastic products 

by 2029 (Asian Development Bank (ADB), 

2024b). These regulations on mandatory re-

cycled content aim to promote circularity by 

reducing reliance on virgin materials and en-

couraging recycling, thereby contributing to 

a more sustainable and efficient economy. 

• Extended Producer Responsibility. This type 

of regulation aims to make producers 



21 

 

 
 

 

responsible for the environmental impacts 

of their products throughout the product 

chain, from design to the post-consumer 

phase (Organization for Economic Coopera-

tion and Development (OECD), 2016). Since 

2000, the Republic of Korea has successfully 

implemented an EPR system for four pack-

aging materials, lubricants, tires, fluorescent 

light bulbs, batteries, and electronic prod-

ucts. With the enforcement of EPR, the Re-

public of Korea has been able to drive the 

circular economy transition by increasing re-

cycling, reducing the use of raw materials, 

replacing natural resources, improving the 

production of environmentally friendly prod-

ucts, building a recycling industry, and reduc-

ing energy consumption (United Nations En-

vironment Programme (UNEP), 2010b). 

Education 
 

Education in relation to the circular economy re-

fers to the process of equipping individuals, busi-

nesses, and communities with the knowledge, 

skills, and values necessary to understand and 

implement sustainable practices that promote 

resource efficiency, waste reduction, and the 

long-term regeneration of natural systems. It en-

compasses a range of learning experiences, from 

formal education in schools and universities to 

professional training and community outreach, 

aimed at fostering a mindset that supports the 

transition from a linear economy (take-make-

waste) to a circular one. Circular economy edu-

cation emphasizes interdisciplinary learning, in-

novation, systems thinking, and collaboration, 

helping people to engage with concepts like 

product life cycles, circular design, closed-loop 

systems, and sustainable consumption. 

Education in circular economy encourages the 

development of practical skills, such as eco-de-

sign, waste management, and resource recovery, 

which are critical to creating and sustaining a cir-

cular economy. Some examples of circular econ-

omy education include: 

• Reskilling and upskilling programs. Re-

skilling and upskilling programs to drive the 

circular economy transition are needed at 

the workplace or company because employ-

ees are essential drivers and beneficiaries of 

change. Their skills, jobs, awareness, and 

decisions can help to achieve systemic 

change and will be influenced by actions 

performed (Circular Economy Foundation, 

2024). Toyota, Japanese automobile manu-

facturer, introduced its Environmental Chal-

lenge 2050, aiming to achieve zero environ-

mental impact across all its business opera-

tions in 2015. Moreover, Toyota believes 

that its employees' contribution is the only 

way to achieve true sustainability. Therefore, 

regular training programs educate employ-

ees on sustainable practices, while engage-

ment activities invite ideas and feedback, 

developing an environmentally conscious 

culture (Toyota Management System, 2023). 

• Circular economy education for youth. The 

STEAM Platform (2018), since its inception 

in 2018 at King Mongkut’s University of 

Technology Thonburi (KMUTT), Thailand, is 

a leading circular economy accelerator of 

Thailand that is focused on training and 

coaching to empower young innovators in 

developing smart solutions to accelerate the 

transformation to a circular economy. The 

STEAM Platform offers internship programs 

for Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) and international students to 
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acquire trending skills in the 4th industrial 

revolution (I4.0) and circular economy 

through experiential and peer-to-peer learn-

ing. 

Finance 
 

Finance refers to funds from public or private 

sources used to implement any type of circular 

economy activity. Finance is essential because it 

provides the necessary capital to invest and op-

erate technologies, infrastructure, labor, and 

business models for circular economy activities. 

There are various type of mechanisms and mod-

els for mobilizing and deploying finance to sup-

port a circular economy across industries. Some 

examples of circular economy financing include: 

• Neste’s green financing framework. Neste 

is a Finnish company that specializes in pro-

ducing renewable transport fuels using palm 

oil as feedstock from upstream suppliers in 

Malaysia and Indonesia. To combat defor-

estation associated with palm oil produc-

tion, ensuring the traceability of raw materi-

als becomes essential. In response, Neste 

established the Green Finance Committee 

and implemented the Green Finance Frame-

work. This framework is used to finance or 

refinance eligible assets and projects that 

have been assessed and selected by Neste 

according to its criteria. This approach is an 

example for demonstrating that green fi-

nance contributes to sustainability and cir-

cularity in upstream supply chains, fostering 

confidence among investors and the public. 

The company has maintained traceability of 

all palm oil to the plantation level since 2007 

and achieved 100% certification by 2013 

(Lund, 2021).  

• Blue loans for financing plastic recycling in-

frastructure. Indorama Ventures (IVL), a 

global plastic resin manufacturer, received a 

blue loan in 2020 to build recycling infra-

structures and enhance the capacity of IVL's 

PET recycling plants in Brazil, India, Indone-

sia, the Philippines, and Thailand. This loan 

is to help the company achieve its sustaina-

bility goal of recycling 750,000 tonnes of 

PET globally by 2025 (Indorama Ventures, 

2020). A blue loan certifies and tracks funds 

exclusively for projects that promote a blue 

economy, which involves the sustainable 

use of ocean resources for economic 

growth, enhanced livelihoods and jobs, and 

the health of the ocean ecosystem. The blue 

loan comprises a $150 million senior loan 

from the International Finance Corporation 

(IFC) and parallel loans of $150 million from 

the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and 

Deutsche Investitions- und Entwick-

lungsgesellschaft (DEG) (Asian Develop-

ment Bank (ADB), 2020; Indorama Ventures, 

2021).  

Innovation 
 

Innovation entails the process of developing and 

implementing new ideas, products, services, or 

methods that can create value or improve exist-

ing solutions. Innovation is essential in pushing 

the boundaries in what is possible in terms of 

business models, product designs and produc-

tion systems that can support the goals of a cir-

cular economy. Some examples of circular econ-

omy innovation include: 

• Bottled drinking water as a service. Glassia 

Water is a company based in Viet Nam, that 
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produces and distributes bottled drinking 

water to restaurants, hotels, and other estab-

lishments as a service through its business 

model innovations (Glassia Water, 2024). 

The company first opened in Da Nang and 

has expanded into Ho Chi Minh City. Glassia 

Water’s glass bottles are designed for multi-

ple uses, reducing the need for single-use 

packaging. Glassia collects the used empty 

bottles from its customers through the com-

pany’s take-back logistics system for clean-

ing and refilling, which minimizes waste and 

the demand for new materials. Their life cy-

cle assessment study highlights the im-

portance of reusability and Glassia Water’s 

business model innovation by showing that 

refilling and reusing its glass bottles just 

four times can outperform environmental 

impacts of single-use plastic bottles availa-

ble in the market (Evergreen Labs, 2024). 

• Regenerative Agriculture. The Modern Agri-

culture Platform (MAP), developed by The 

Syngenta Group in China, supports growers 

and food value chain partners by offering 

comprehensive services that cover the entire 

agricultural production and sales process 

(Syngenta Group, 2023). MAP also inte-

grates and emphasizes "good seeds + good 

methods" as the core of its complete plant-

ing solution, which supports regenerative ag-

riculture. With nationwide MAP technical 

service centers and demo farms, the MAP 

business promotes advanced technology 

applications and production trustee ser-

vices. This includes hand-by-hand services 

and scientific guidance to the farmers to 

help them improve growing standards with 

sustainable practices. MAP offers a quality 

control and traceability system that ensures 

high-quality agricultural products, allowing 

for better transparency about sustainable 

and regenerative farming practices. The 

MAP project exemplifies the circular econ-

omy by promoting regenerative agriculture, 

which focuses on restoring and maintaining 

the health of ecosystems, ensuring that nat-

ural resources are replenished rather than 

depleted. By supporting sustainable farming 

practices and improving resource efficiency, 

MAP helps create a system where agricul-

tural inputs are used more responsibly, align-

ing with the circular economy’s goal of mini-

mizing waste and regenerating natural envi-

ronments. 

Collaboration 
 

Collaboration involves different actors working 

together towards a common goal which entails 

sharing knowledge, resources, and responsibili-

ties and leveraging the strengths and expertise of 

the different parties in the collaboration to create 

synergies and produce better outcomes that 

could not be achieved individually. In a circular 

economy, collaboration is essential in fostering 

innovation, optimizing resource use, creating 

new value chains, building stronger partnerships 

between public and private sectors, non-profits, 

and communities and consumer groups, and 

scaling up solutions. Some examples of circular 

economy collaboration include: 

• Supply chain engagement and collabora-

tion. In Japan, Toyota collaborates with its 

suppliers to enhance circularity through its 

“Toyota Green Purchasing Guide-

lines”(Toyota Motor Corporation, 

2016).These guidelines aim at greening its 

supply chains through collaboration with all 

the business affiliates of Toyota and 
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providing measures they should take to re-

duce the environmental and health risk from 

the production processes. This collaboration 

also supports circularity by reducing reliance 

on virgin resources, promoting the recycling 

of materials, and extending the life cycle of 

components (Ahmad & Beers, 2013). By im-

plementing this practical tool, Toyota helps 

the upstream suppliers to understand more 

about the requirements of their supply chain 

circular economy initiatives and improve 

transparency of purchasing and sourcing of 

the upstream automotive materials. 

• Industrial symbiosis. Industrial symbiosis 

involves the collaboration between industrial 

facilities where the waste or by-products of 

one entity become raw materials for another 

(Matsumoto, 2024). This typically occurs 

among geographically proximate companies 

or factories within clusters or industrial 

parks, enabling the exchange of resources 

such as materials, energy, water, and by-

products. The city of Kitakyushu’s Eco-town 

project exemplifies this concept through its 

collaboration among private companies, ac-

ademia, research institutes, and the govern-

ment (City of Kitakyushu, 2018). The city 

government played a critical role in coordi-

nating with various actors through the strat-

egy of scale in policymaking and success-

fully implementing the project (Guanwen, 

2014). The Eco-town project finally resulted 

in optimizing material use, reducing raw ma-

terial needs and environmental footprint, 

and generating economic benefits through 

new job creation in recycling and resource 

recovery sectors (City of Kitakyushu, 2018). 

 

Public Versus Private 
Sector Leadership in 
Driving the Circular 
Economy 
 

Infrastructure, regulation, education, finance, in-

novation, and collaboration all have equal im-

portance in driving businesses to implement cir-

cular activities in the Asia-Pacific. Certain actors 

in the public and private sectors are more suited 

to lead in particular drivers of circularity. Govern-

ment agencies in the public sector are generally 

better suited to lead in regulation, infrastructure, 

and education whereas the private sector is gen-

erally better suited to lead in innovation and fi-

nance. Both public and private sector can lead in 

certain aspects of the six drivers to unlock circu-

larity (see Table 1). 
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 Public sector (government agencies) Private sector (businesses) 

In
fr

a
s

tr
u

c
tu

re
 

Lead in planning, developing, financing, 
regulating, and maintaining public infra-
structure (physical and digital) that sup-
port circular activities. 

Partner with governments to provide capi-
tal and expertise to implement and oper-
ate infrastructure that support circular ac-
tivities. 

R
e

g
u

la
ti

o
n

 

Establish and enforce regulations that 
promote circular practices and disincen-
tivize or penalize linear practices. 

Advocate for regulations that support cir-
cular business models based on the 
needs of businesses. 

E
d

u
c

a
ti

o
n

 

Incorporate the principles of the circular 
economy in national education systems 
and skills building programs. 

Conduct circular economy education ac-
tivities within businesses and industry 
stakeholders and educate relevant con-
sumer segments. 

F
in

a
n

c
e

 

Financial instruments and mechanisms 
include government budgets, grants, sub-
sidies, transfers, taxes, fees, levies, debt 
instruments, investment guarantees, co-
financing, project finance. 

Financial instruments and mechanisms 
include equity/debt financing, impact in-
vestments, accelerator/incubator invest-
ments, venture capital, individual/crowd-
funding, philanthropy. 

In
n

o
va

ti
o

n
 

Governments can lead in creating innova-
tion hubs and ecosystems and support 
business incubators and accelerators 
that provide mentorship and resources 
for start-ups and social entrepreneurs fo-
cused on developing solutions to address 
circular economy challenges. 

Businesses can lead in researching, de-
veloping, testing, and deploying new tech-
nologies and business models that in-
crease the circularity of products and ser-
vices. 

Table 1. Public vs Private Sector Leadership in Driving Circularity 
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 Public sector (government agencies) Private sector (businesses) 

C
o

ll
a

b
o

ra
ti

o
n

 

Public and private sector actors can work with each other to fulfill specific roles in ini-
tiatives that collectively result in increased circularity of products and services across 
industries, sectors, and parts of the value chain. Forms of collaboration include: 

• Policy and regulatory frameworks: Public-private working groups can draft pol-
icies that reflect the realities of various industries, ensuring regulations promote 
recycling, reuse, and resource efficiency without overburdening businesses. 

• Public-private partnerships for infrastructure: Public and private actors can co-
finance infrastructure that enable a circular economy. 

• Innovation and research: Governments and businesses can support joint re-
search initiatives that push the boundaries of circular economy technologies 
and business models. 

• Circular supply chains: Governments and businesses can collaborate to sup-
port supply chain transparency and traceability. Governments can set the regu-

latory framework, and businesses can implement the technologies and systems 
that enable transparency and traceability. 

• Extended producer responsibility schemes: Governments can create the legal 
framework, while businesses can establish reverse logistics systems for col-
lecting and reprocessing end-of-life products. 

• Consumer awareness and education: Government agencies can provide plat-
forms for campaigns that promote the principles of a circular economy, while 
private companies contribute by showcasing their circular products and prac-
tices. 

• Financing circular economy projects: Public finance can be used to de-risk pri-
vate investments. Blended finance can mitigate certain risks of pioneering in-
vestments that cannot move forward on strictly commercial terms. The use of 
blended financing in circularity needs to be designed carefully so that circularity 
projects are not reliant on government support in the long term. 
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V: THE LANDSCAPE OF CIRCULAR  
ECONOMY POLICIES IN THE  
ASIA-PACIFIC REGION 

 

Government policies have an important role in 

creating conditions in countries that incentivize a 

circular economy and disincentivize the linear 

economy status quo. Our research indicates that 

there are 79 policies in the Asia-Pacific region 

that cover circular economy. Each country in the 

Asia-Pacific region is at a different level of ma-

turity in developing and implementing policies 

that promote circularity. The levels of maturity 

are defined as follows (Circular Economy Earth, 

2020a). 

In early stage: Policies for the circular economy 

are still in their early stages, and the government 

has yet to embrace it. 

In scoping: A government has indicated the in-

tention to develop a roadmap and is in the scop-

ing phase. 

In development: A government is currently in the 

process of developing a roadmap. 

Call to action: National calls-to-actions aim to 

kick-start national dialogue and coordinated ac-

tion on the circular economy. This can serve as a 

critical pre-cursor to a roadmap or strategy. 

Roadmap: National roadmaps offer a qualitative 

long-term vision and outline high-level focus and 

priority areas and actions. Roadmaps contain 

sufficient detail of policy actions and priority ar-

eas to subsequently produce more specific oper-

ational plans. 

Operational strategy: Operational strategies out-

line time-dependent actions, specified action 

owners, a governance strategy including monitor-

ing and evaluation, and consider financing when-

ever possible. They tend to have been adopted 

within an official government program. 

Actual policy: The government has implemented 

the policy through enacting laws, regulations, 

and/or economic or fiscal incentives. 

Figure 4 illustrates the timeline of circular econ-

omy policy development in the Asia-Pacific re-

gion. Figure 5 illustrates the distribution of 79 cir-

cular economy policies identified at their differ-

ent stages of maturity. Figure 6 illustrates the 

number of policies in each region of Asia-Pacific. 
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Figure 4. Timeline of Circular Economy Policy Development in the Asia-Pacific Region 

Figure 5. Distribution of Circular Economy Policies in the Asia-Pacific Region 
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Circular economy policy development in the Asia-

Pacific region started as early as 1992 in the 

form of actual policies implemented. The number 

of policies at different stages of maturity began 

increasing in 2016 in the forms of operational 

strategies, roadmaps, and calls to action.  

One-third of circular economy policies in the 

Asia-Pacific region have been implemented, 

which mostly include EPR for packaging, single 

use plastics (SUP) and electronic goods and re-

cycling of resources in Australia, Bangladesh, 

China, India, Indonesia, Japan, Mongolia, Palau, 

Philippines, Republic of Korea, Singapore, Turkey, 

Tuvalu and Viet Nam. Almost a quarter of the pol-

icies represent operational strategies and 

roadmaps, while the rest of the policies are in 

early stages of development.  

East and North-East Asia has the highest number 

of policies followed by South-East Asia, the Pa-

cific, South and South-West Asia, and North and 

Central Asia. Central Asia has a smaller popula-

tion and is facing lower industrialization rates in 

contrast to faster developing countries such as 

China, India, and countries in South-East Asia. 

Thus, their effect of circularity development in 

Central Asia on the global environmental scale is 

lower. 

Although countries like Japan, the Republic of 

Korea, China, Singapore, Australia, and New Zea-

land are frontrunners, there is immense potential 

for further adoption. Other countries in the Asia-

Pacific region also have strong visions that need 

to be translated into practice. While most coun-

tries have implemented waste management, 

plastic waste management, and EPR, a strong 

circular economic roadmap to fully capitalize on 

good management is still in its early stages. Cur-

rent national policies are frequently not backed 

by stakeholder engagement and institutional 

frameworks with clear delegation of authorities, 

which results in scattered and limited implemen-

tation. East Asia and some South-East Asian 

countries have clear strategic roadmaps for es-

tablishing a circular economy, while the remain-

ing regions are still in the early phases. A major 

barrier confronting the Asia–Pacific region is a 

lack of concrete policies, particularly those 

aimed at managing waste. 

  

Figure 6. Number of Circular Economy Policies in Each Region of the Asia-Pacific 
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Maturity of Circular 
Economy Policies at the 
Regional Level 
 

The following sections summarize the maturity 

of circular economy polices in East and North-

East Asia, North and Central Asia, Pacific, South 

and South-West Asia, and South-East Asia. 

East and North-East Asia 

The East and North-East Asia region does not yet 

have a unified regional policy for circular econ-

omy. The region’s countries are progressing at 

varying rates in developing relevant policy instru-

ments. China, Japan, and the Republic of Korea 

are frontrunners for circular economy policies in 

this region, mostly at the stages of policy imple-

mentation and operational strategies. In contrast, 

policies in Mongolia and Hong Kong, China are at 

the ‘in scoping’ and ‘call to action’ stages.  

In Japan, several policies are in the implementa-

tion phase, including the Law for the Promotion 

of Effective Utilization of Resources (2000), the 

Law for the Recycling of Specified Kinds of Home 

Appliances (2001a), and the Basic Act for Estab-

lishing a Sound Material-Cycle Society (2000c). 

Additionally, under the Circular Economy Vision 

(2020), the Ministry of the Environment, the Min-

istry of Economy, Trade, and Industry, and the Ja-

pan Business Federation established the Japan 

Partnership for Circular Economy to promote cir-

cular practices through closed-loop recycling 

systems for plastic materials and cross-industry 

collaborations for upcycling waste. 

The Republic of Korea similarly has advanced 

policies focused on resource efficiency and 

waste reduction, notably through a 

comprehensive EPR framework that covers elec-

tronics, packaging, and hazardous materials 

(United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP), 2010a). China is also at the ‘policy imple-

mented’ stage, with a robust EPR system recently 

reinforced by the 2024 EPR scheme for mobile 

phones, effectively managing e-waste and pro-

moting the recycling of mobile communication 

devices (Hu, 2021). 

Other countries in East and North-East Asia are 

at different stages of policy development. For in-

stance, Hong Kong, China is at the scoping stage 

with its “Producer Responsibility Scheme on 

Plastic Beverage Containers and Beverage Car-

tons (2021)”. In Mongolia, policies are primarily 

at the "call to action" and "operational strategy" 

stages, focusing on resource conservation, 

waste reduction at the source, and embedding 

3R principles (reduce, reuse, recycle) across sec-

tors to advance a circular economy in accord-

ance with the country’s ecological balance aspi-

rations (Asian Institute of Technology, 2017; 

Food and Agriculture Organization, 2016). 

North and Central Asia 

In North and Central Asia, the status of circular 

economy policies varies widely among countries 

without a unified regional policy and country-level 

policies at implementation stage. Kazakhstan 

and Kyrgyzstan are leading the region, both with 

policies at the ‘operational strategy’ stage. Azer-

baijan, Tajikistan, Russian Federation and Uzbeki-

stan are at the "early stage." 

Kazakhstan outlines its circular economy ap-

proach in the "Kazakhstan-2050" strategy which 

emphasizes sustainable development, energy ef-

ficiency, and resource management (Government 

of Kazakhstan, 2020).  
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Kyrgyzstan has adopted a green economy strat-

egy for 2019–2030 prioritizing energy efficiency, 

waste management, and the introduction of re-

newable energy sources (Food and Agriculture 

Organization, 2019). 

Armenia follows in the ‘in development’ stage of 

circular economy policies, emphasizing its Waste 

Policy (2023) and EPR system (2023), aimed at 

improving waste management and sectoral ca-

pacities, while also developing an EPR model in 

line with international standards.  

Georgia is in the "in scoping" phase, focusing on 

creating a National Roadmap for circular econ-

omy transition, indicating its early stage of strat-

egy development (Ministry of Environmental Pro-

tection and Agriculture of Georgia, 2023).  

Azerbaijan is implementing sustainability initia-

tives and SDGs alongside its Azerbaijan 2020 

plan (Asian Development Bank, 2014) and Azer-

baijan 2030 plan (United Nations, 2024). 

Tajikistan is also exploring the circular economy 

through national dialogues, with some elements 

being integrated into its National Strategy on 

Waste Management and Green Economy (Asia 

Pacific Energy, 2016).  

The Russian Federation is in the early stage of 

its circular economy initiatives on the ‘closed-

loop’ economy that was launched in 2022 and is 

set to complete in 2030. As part of this effort, a 

large-scale infrastructure scheme is being imple-

mented, involving the creation of eight eco-indus-

trial parks across all federal districts. 

Uzbekistan has circular economy strategies in 

the early stages, focusing on a green economy 

transition through its 2019-2030 strategy and ad-

dressing the current environmental and eco-

nomic challenges to achieve a green, resilient 

and inclusive development (Ministry of Economic 

Development and Poverty Reduction of the Re-

public of Uzbekistan et al., 2022).  

Overall, the region shows varying levels of pro-

gress with most countries yet to implement spe-

cific circular economy policies. However, efforts 

toward circular economy practices are reflected 

in various policy instruments across the region. 

Pacific 

In the Pacific, the only regional-level strategy that 

exists is the Cleaner Pacific 2025 Regional Waste 

Strategy (2016-2025), which supports a circular 

economy (Secretariat of the Pacific Regional En-

vironment Programme (SPREP), 2016). Most cir-

cular economy policies are in the early stages at 

the country level, as the adoption and implemen-

tation of strong and effective policies and strate-

gies continues to be a challenge for Pacific Is-

land countries and territories (Secretariat of the 

Pacific Regional Environment Programme 

(SPREP), 2016). 

Australia is the frontrunner in the region with pol-

icies at the stages of implementation and opera-

tional strategy that have been implemented 

through state-level policy statements covering 

waste management, circularity, and recycling, 

such as the New South Wales (NSW) Circular 

Economy Policy (Melles, 2023). Australia’s Na-

tional Waste Policy Action Plan (2019) incorpo-

rates circular economic threads to fine-tune 

waste reduction and management, with a special 

emphasis on plastic, paper, glass, and tires (Aus-

tralian National Audit Office, 2022).  

New Zealand has developed roadmaps for ad-

vancing circular economy, including the “Waste 

Strategy: Getting Rid of Waste for a Circular New 

Zealand 2023–50" (Ministry of Environment, 

2023) and the "Circular Economy and Bioecon-

omy Strategy"(Ministry of Business, Innovation 
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and Employment, 2024). The former outlines a 

30-year plan aimed at creating a low-emissions, 

low-waste society grounded in circular economy 

principles. The latter presents New Zealand’s 

long-term vision for achieving a circular economy 

by 2050, fostering a circular public sector and es-

tablishing a bioeconomy framework. 

Policies in other countries in the region, such as 

Kiribati and Samoa are in the early stage, Vanu-

atu is in the development stage, and the Cook Is-

lands and Fiji are in the scoping stage. 

Kiribati has implemented a 5-year country plan-

ning framework (2019-2023) to support its devel-

opment objectives (Global Green Growth Insti-

tute, 2019) and align with the Kiribati 20-Year Vi-

sion (KV20), aimed at guiding Kiribati toward a 

healthier, wealthier, and more peaceful future 

(Ministry of Fnance and Economic Development, 

2016).  

Samoa has adopted and tailored circular econ-

omy initiatives in collaboration with United Na-

tions Development Programme (UNDP), launch-

ing the circular economy for the Recovery of 

Waste project, which focuses on addressing 

waste management challenges and recovering 

low-value waste items to promote a cleaner and 

healthier environment (United Nations Environ-

ment Programme (UNDP), 2024). 

Vanuatu developed in 2020 a draft National Plas-

tics Strategy 2020–2030. The strategy outlines 

five main goals: Reduce, Replace, Remediate, Re-

capture, and Reward. 

Overall, circular economy policies in the region 

are widely diverse among the countries from the 

stages of early development and scoping to pol-

icy implementation and operational strategies.  

South and South-West Asia 

South and South-West Asia lacks a unified re-

gional policy for circular economy. At the coun-

try-level, circular economy policies are still in the 

early stages in Bhutan and Nepal. India has im-

plemented circular economy policies since 2016. 

In India, the E-Waste Management Rules (2016) 

mandate businesses to ensure the safe disposal 

of scrapped electronic items and to recycle a 

minimum of 30% of the manufactured electronic 

products. To further address e-waste, the EPR e-

waste regulations (2022-2023) require busi-

nesses involved in the sale, manufacture, pur-

chase, transfer, dismantling, refurbishing, pro-

cessing, or recycling of e-waste, including its 

parts and components, to comply with the EPR 

for e-waste management framework. Addition-

ally, the EPR Scheme on Plastic Packaging 

(2016) strengthens circularity in the use of plas-

tic packaging waste, promotes the development 

of new alternatives to plastics, and provides next 

steps for moving towards sustainable plastic 

packaging. Furthermore, the Steel Scrap Recy-

cling Policy (2019) aims to promote circular 

economy in the steel industry by collecting, dis-

mantling, and processing end-of-life products 

that are sources of recyclable scraps, thereby 

promoting resource conservation and energy 

savings. The Battery Waste Management Rules 

(2020) mandate that battery producers, including 

importers, take responsibility for the collection, 

recycling, and refurbishment of waste batteries, 

as well as the use of recovered materials to cre-

ate new batteries (Circular Economy Catalyst, 

2023). Moreover, the National Circular Economy 

Framework (2023) has been developed to call for 

action which emphasizes collaboration, aware-

ness, and targeted actions for a sustainable and 
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prosperous future (Circular Economy Earth, 

2020b).  

Bangladesh has implemented the Ship Recycling 

Act (2018), an industrial circular economy policy 

that mandates ship recycling only in specific 

zones (Circular Economy Earth, 2021) and the 

Zero Waste policy (2018).  

Turkey introduced reverse vending machines 

where citizens can exchange their plastic bottles 

and cans for public transport credits (KPMG Tur-

key and France, 2022). Turkey has also imple-

mented the Circular Economy Platform (2018) as 

an operational strategy, providing companies 

seeking to accelerate their circular transition with 

a knowledge hub, an e-commerce platform, 

measurement tools, training, technical assis-

tance, and consultancy services (KPMG Turkey 

and France, 2022).  

The Maldives has made progress in transitioning 

to a circular economy and is currently developing 

the waste-to-wealth approach in the National 

Strategic Action Plan (SAP) 2022, with the inten-

tion of incorporating EPR into its waste manage-

ment strategy (World Bank Group, 2022a). 

South-East Asia 

In South-East Asia, the only regional-level policy 

that exists is the Regional Policy: Framework for 

Circular Economy for the ASEAN Economic Com-

munity SEA Circular (2021). Most policies are al-

ready in place at the country level, while others 

are operational strategies. 

Policies that have been implemented include In-

donesia’s Regulation on Road Map to Waste Re-

duction by Producers (2019), which requires pro-

ducers to make a plan and report to reduce pack-

aging and containers (Ministry of Environment 

and Forestry, 2020); the Extended Producer Re-

sponsibility Act (2022) in The Philippines, which 

is primarily concerned with plastic packaging 

waste (Keslio, 2024); the Resource Sustainability 

Act (2019) in Singapore, which is applying EPR to 

e-waste, packages, and containers (Ministry of 

Sustainability and the Environment, 2020); and 

the Environmental Protection Law in Viet Nam, 

which applies EPR to e-waste, tires, batteries, and 

vehicles (Asian Development Bank Institute, 

2022a). Furthermore, Thailand has been drafting 

an EPR scheme primarily targeting at the packag-

ing wastes (Vassanadumrongdee & Mano-

maivibool, 2022). 

Operational strategies include Wawasan Brunei 

2035 in Brunei Darussalam, which incorporates 

strong elements of the circular economy (Wawa-

san Brunei 2035, 2019); the Twelfth Malaysian 

Plan 2021-2025 in Malaysia, which aims to move 

towards circularity (Ministry of Economy, 2021); 

the National Economic and Social Development 

Plan 2023-2027 in Thailand, which aims to trans-

form Thailand into a circular economy and low-

carbon society (ASEAN Circular Economy Stake-

holder Platform, 2024) and the National Green 

Growth Strategy 2021-2030 in Viet Nam, which 

aims to accelerate the process of restructuring 

the economy in tandem with growth model trans-

formation, promoting economic prosperity, envi-

ronmental sustainability, and social equality (So-

cialist Republic of Viet Nam Government News, 

2021).  

Typology of Policies 
 

The policy trends across the Asia-Pacific region 

showcase a variety of approaches towards fos-

tering a circular economy. These include EPR and 

product stewardship schemes, green public pro-

curement, and environmental labelling schemes 

and standards.  
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In the Asia-Pacific region, EPR is the most com-

mon policy trend and is an essential component 

of circular economy policies. EPR schemes can 

be mandatory with binding regulation or volun-

tary often known as product stewardship 

schemes (The Organisation for Economic Coop-

eration and Development (OECD), 2021). In Ja-

pan, the Republic of Korea, China, and Australia, 

EPR systems are well-established including “the 

Home Appliance Recycling Law” and “the Con-

tainers and Packaging Recycling Law” in Japan 

(Ministry of the Environment, 2001b, 2003); the 

Republic of Korea EPR system introduced in 

2000 (United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP), 2010b); and China’s “EPR Scheme for 

Mobile Phones”(Hu, 2021).  

In China and India, there are other EPR policies 

that are still in the development stage such as 

China’s “Circular Economy Promotion Law 

(2008)”, “the EPR System Implementation Plan 

(2016)”, and India’s EPR which began implemen-

tation in 2017 (SWITCH-Asia, 2023).  

In South-East Asian countries, the advancement 

of EPR regulations is at three different levels 

across countries. The Philippines and Viet Nam 

are at the forefront with recently introduced spe-

cific EPR regulations in effect such as the EPR 

Act in the Philippines (Environmental Manage-

ment Bureau, 2022; Keslio, 2024) and the incor-

poration of EPR into the Law on Environmental 

Protection in Viet Nam (Regional Knowledge 

Center for Marine Plastic Debris, 2024). Singa-

pore (Tan, 2023), Thailand (Vassanadumrongdee 

& Manomaivibool, 2022), Indonesia (World Bank 

Group, 2022b), Malaysia (Regional Knowledge 

Centre for Marine Plastic Debris, 2024c) and 

Cambodia (Regional Knowledge Centre for Ma-

rine Plastic Debris, 2024b) are actively working 

on developing and aiming to gradually implement 

their EPR systems in the near future. In contrast, 

Brunei, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and 

Myanmar lag behind with no current EPR legisla-

tion, action plans, or specific EPR provisions in 

their regulations (Regional Knowledge Centre for 

Marine Plastic Debris, 2024a). 

Green public procurement is another policy trend 

in the region aimed at encouraging governments 

to procure circular goods by considering criteria 

such as product recyclability and repairability. 

Many countries in the region, including Japan 

(Ministry of Environment Japan, 2016), the Re-

public of Korea (One Planet Network, 2020), 

China (China Environmental United Certification 

Center, 2024), Australia (Australian Government, 

2024), New Zealand (New Zealand Government, 

2024), Singapore (Ministry of Sustainability and 

the Environment, 2023), Thailand (SWITCH-Asia, 

2022), and Malaysia (SWITCH-Asia, 2024), have 

implemented green public procurement to vary-

ing degrees. Additionally, numerous eco-labels 

and environmental labeling schemes have been 

developed to support green public procurement 

and promote sustainable consumption and pro-

duction across these countries. Although there is 

significant diversity in eco-label categories, the 

existing eco/environmental labeling schemes 

generally fall into three types as defined by the In-

ternational Organization for Standardization: 

Type I Eco-labels (ISO 14024), Type II Eco-labels 

(ISO 14021), and Type III Eco-labels (ISO 14025). 

Progress of Policies and 
the Six Secrets to  
Driving Circularity 
 

The following sections describe the progress of 

circular economy policies in the Asia-Pacific 
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region in relation to the six secrets to driving cir-

cularity: Infrastructure, regulation, education, fi-

nance, innovation, and collaboration.  

Infrastructure. In the Asia-Pacific region, infra-

structure for circularity is unevenly developed. A 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 

report (2021) highlights how sustainable infra-

structure policies and practices in buildings, 

transport and energy sectors in China, Japan, the 

Republic of Korea unlocked potentials to scale up 

circular economy. In contrast, while making pro-

gress, most countries in South and South-East 

Asia still face challenges in implementation of 

circular economy policies due to limited infra-

structure development.  

Regulation. Research indicates that countries 

such as China, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Aus-

tralia, and Vietnam have comprehensive regula-

tory frameworks that drive circular economy 

practices. China’s Circular Economy Promotion 

Law (2008) and Japan’s various waste manage-

ment policies (Ministry of the Environment, 

2000a, 2000b, 2001b) are examples of strong 

regulatory support. Countries in South-East Asia 

are beginning to develop harmonized policies 

such as the “Framework for Circular Economy in 

ASEAN Community (2021)”, although enforce-

ment remains inconsistent and there is a signifi-

cant need for effective implementation.  

Education. There is a significant gap in education 

and knowledge dissemination in the Asia-Pacific 

region. Only a few developed countries such as 

Japan (Fukuda & Zusman, 2024), and the Repub-

lic of Korea (United Nations, 2016) have inte-

grated circular economy concepts into their edu-

cational systems promoting sustainability from a 

young age. India has made specific efforts to in-

troduce circular apparel aspects into leading de-

sign and fashion institutes. Although there is a 

lack of holistic policies in the Asia-Pacific region 

that address education in promoting circularity, 

integration of circularity into the education sys-

tem happens at a continuum and different coun-

tries have initiatives at varying degrees. 

Finance. Implementing taxes on virgin materials, 

offering tax exemptions, and providing fiscal in-

centives are also essential components in circu-

lar economy promotion policies. For instance, 

China’s Circular Economy Promotion Law (2008) 

also includes provisions for preferential tax poli-

cies for companies that engage in circular econ-

omy activities. In Suzhou, China, financial re-

wards are offered to companies that use recy-

cled materials in production (Bao, 2023). Simi-

larly, in Kazakhstan, the government offers fiscal 

incentives for companies investing in technolo-

gies that promote circularity (MINEX Forum, 

2024). There are also green, blue, climate, and 

sustainability-linked bonds and loans offered by 

governments and commercial and development 

banks in several countries in the Asia-Pacific re-

gion that can be used to support circularity pro-

jects (Asian Development Bank (ADB), 2024a). 

Innovation. Innovation is a key enabler of circu-

larity as seen in countries such as Japan, China, 

the Republic of Korea, and Singapore where cir-

cular economy policies encourage research and 

development (R&D) to drive innovations. Suzhou 

Industrial Park in China is an example of circular 

economy innovation, influenced by the "Circular 

Economy Promotion Law (2008)" and the "14th 

Five-Year Plan on Circular Economy Development 

(2021–2025) (Chen, 2023)". The park utilizes in-

dustrial symbiosis, where companies collaborate 

to repurpose each other's by-products and waste 

materials as inputs for production, achieving sig-

nificant reductions in waste and emissions while 

enhancing resource efficiency. 
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Collaboration. Regional forums such as the Asia 

Pacific 3R and Circular Economy Forum (2024) 

are instrumental in fostering collaboration 

among governments, businesses, and civil soci-

ety. Japan and Australia are key players in pro-

moting regional cooperation, particularly in areas 

like marine plastic pollution and sustainable re-

source management. Meanwhile, South-East 

Asian countries are also increasingly focusing on 

innovation through regional collaborations and 

partnerships, as seen in the recent launch of the 

“Framework for Circular Economy in ASEAN 

Community” (Association of Southeast Asian Na-

tions, 2021). 
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Policy Development and 
Implementation Lessons 
Learned 
 

There are several key lessons learned from the 

experiences of developing and implementing cir-

cular economy policies and regulations across 

the Asia-Pacific region.  

Importance of alignment between trade policies 

and circularity objectives. 

Domestic circular economy policies inevitably 

create cross-border impacts and spillovers, par-

ticularly in today’s interconnected global econ-

omy where international trade is vital for advanc-

ing circularity (World Bank Group, 2023a). Trade 

facilitates the movement of goods and services 

across borders at nearly every stage of the circu-

lar value chain. However, there can be misalign-

ments between trade policies and circularity ob-

jectives, and circular economy policies can 

sometimes unintentionally hinder trade (Bell-

mann, 2022). As the role of trade becomes more 

significant, policymakers must consider how 

trade can support the circular transition. For ex-

ample, stricter regulatory standards in one region 

such as the EU might lead to production shifts to 

less regulated areas, creating "linear production 

havens" (World Bank Group, 2023a). This under-

scores the growing importance of aligning trade 

policies with circular economy goals to avoid 

negative spillovers and support global sustaina-

bility efforts. 

 

 

 

Ensuring effective enforcement of circular econ-

omy policies along with the existing waste man-

agement regulations. 

The success of new circular economy policies 

also relies on the effective enforcement of exist-

ing waste management and other related envi-

ronmental regulations. Without robust implemen-

tation of these foundational laws largely due to 

limited resources, inadequate infrastructure, and 

institutional capacities, efforts to introduce circu-

lar economy initiatives may remain inefficient 

and ineffective. These cases are seen in most de-

veloping countries in South-East Asia, where the 

circular economy policies are well crafted, but 

are not being successfully implemented (Asian 

Development Bank Institute, 2022b). 

Societal transformation and consumption pat-

terns.  

Engaging society to embrace these changes and 

ensure their success is as equally crucial when 

implementing circular economy policies. A signif-

icant obstacle is the frequent focus on waste 

management without equal emphasis on reduc-

ing waste at its source. If consumption patterns 

continue unchanged despite growing popula-

tions, circular economy systems are less likely to 

succeed. Public education and information cam-

paigns are key to demonstrating the long-term 

benefits of a circular economy to build aware-

ness and to enhance societal transformation and 

encourage sustainable consumption patterns. 
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New Circular Economy 
Policies for the  
Asia-Pacific Region to 
Consider 
 

The implementation of circular economy policy 

instruments, including regulatory and economic 

instruments, enables the circulation of materials 

and related efficiency benefits (Cramer, 2022). 

Table 2 lists the upstream and downstream poli-

cies from around the world that could be useful 

in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Policy Description 

Right to re-

pair 

This instrument aims to encourage more sustainable consumption by improving 

product repair and reuse, both within and outside of the legal warranty. In June 2024, 

the European Commission adopted the rule promoting the repair of goods. Under EU 

law, manufacturers of electronic goods including cellphones and refrigerators have 

reparability requirements. Manufacturers are required to provide customers with eas-

ily available information about their repair services. In January 2021, France imposed 

a repairability index regulation for electronic products. In July 2021, the United King-

dom enacted the Right to Repair Law, which requires manufacturers to provide spare 

parts for electrical appliances within two years of a model's launch and then, depend-

ing on the type of product, for 7-10 years after the model's discontinuation (European 

Commission, 2024). 

Taxes and 

subsidies 

A taxation framework considers the taxes and subsidies applied throughout a 

product's lifecycle, including production, use, and disposal (KPMG, 2024). 

Production-

stage taxes 

These have been implemented in the form of resource taxes on raw materials. The 

United Kingdom imposes a tax rate of £200 per tonne on packaging that contains 

less than 30 per cent recycled plastic (KPMG, 2024). 

Use-stage 

taxes and 

subsidies or 

relief 

These have been offered as incentives to repair or reuse products (e.g. Reduced 

Value Added Tax (VAT) on repair services). Netherlands, Austria, and Sweden impose 

a VAT rate on repairs for bicycles, shoes, textiles and leather products (KPMG, 2024). 

End-of-life 

stage taxes 

This involves implementing a progressive tax system where the tax rates range from 

zero for waste prevention/reuse to the highest tax rate for landfilling to the lowest tax 

rate for recycling. The EU has implemented waste hierarchy taxes, such as the EU 

Landfill Tax and the Incineration Tax in Sweden (KPMG, 2024). 

Table 2. New Circular Economy Policies for the Asia-Pacific Region 
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VI. BUSINESS CIRCULARITY INITIATIVES 
IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC REGION 
 

 

Businesses produce goods and services to serve 

the needs of society. At the same time, resources 

are extracted and processed to provide these 

goods and services often through linear take-

make-waste practices. Therefore, businesses 

play an essential role accelerating the transition 

to a circular economy in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Transforming businesses to become circular is 

challenging because the process often involves 

changing mindsets and disrupting established 

practices. The transformation can be accelerated 

through support in terms of infrastructure, regu-

lation, education, finance, innovation, and 

collaboration across all levels and actors in the 

supply chain. 

Despite the challenges, major companies in the 

Asia-Pacific region have made significant strides 

to transform their businesses to become more 

circular. This study showcases several compa-

nies that are members of the ESCAP Sustainable 

Business Network by summarizing their circular 

activities and initiatives aimed at addressing re-

source efficiency, supply chain management, and 

business model and product innovations. 

 

 
Budweiser 
 

Profile: Budweiser Brewing Company Asia-Pacific Limited is a publicly listed company primarily fo-

cusing on brewing and distributing beer with a diverse portfolio of over 50 brands and a wide array of 

beer options.  

Circularity Activities 

Resource  

Efficiency 

The company has engaged in enhancing the use of recycled materials such as 

glass, paper and aluminum in packaging; research and development in biodegrada-

ble packaging solutions; and collaborating with packaging and materials associa-

tions to adopt industry-leading practices (Budweiser Brewing Company APAC, 

2023). 

Supply Chain 

Management 

The company worked closely with their suppliers to reduce the weight of their bot-

tles, cans and other packaging materials in each market in 2022. The company also 

utilizes the World Resources Institute Aqueduct tool to monitor the supply chain, 

ensuring that the use of reclaimed water in production facilities annually increases 

(Budweiser Brewing Company APAC, 2023). 
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Business Model 

and Product 

Design Innova-

tion 

The company's Jinzhou brewery in China became the first in the Asia-Pacific region 

to pilot carbon capture utilization and storage technology within the beer industry. 

By capturing carbon dioxide (CO2) produced during the fermentation process, the 

surplus CO2, with a purity level of 99.99 per cent, is transferred to a nearby partner 

site to support natural energy resource recovery (Budweiser Brewing Company 

APAC, 2023). 

 

City Developments Limited 

Profile: City Developments Limited is a real estate company. It owns and manages a strong portfolio 

of residential and investment properties, in addition to hotels, across the world. 

Circularity Activities 

Resource  

Efficiency 

To manage the impact of key building materials, the company applies a circular 

economy approach in its projects. This includes utilizing recycled materials, such 

as steel and concrete, wherever possible to close the waste loop. The company 

also promotes the use of alternative low-carbon materials at its sites and is actively 

exploring innovative building materials and methods to support its transition to net-

zero. This resulted in the reduction of energy consumption, water use and waste 

generation of the company’s businesses by 25 per cent, 20 per cent and 

22 per cent, respectively, in 2023 compared to 2016 levels (City Developments Lim-

ited, 2024).  

Supply Chain 

Management 

The company has established a target to ensure 100 per cent of the appointed sup-

pliers are certified by recognized environmental, health and safety (EHS) standards 

by 2030. In 2023, it is reported that 100 per cent of the main contractors and key 

consultants for property development have recognized EHS certifications (City De-

velopments Limited, 2024).  

Business Model 

and Product 

Design Innova-

tion 

The company’s strategy emphasizes innovation and green solutions to drive 

growth, enhancement, and transformation. In 2023, the company implemented sev-

eral green technologies, including a CarbonCure Concrete pilot at Irwell Hill Resi-

dences, which embeds recycled CO2 in concrete. This creates sustainable concrete 

without any compromise on performance. Other initiatives include energy-saving 

systems, carbon dioxide reduction in air-conditioned spaces, and digital solutions 

for hotel room management (City Developments Limited, 2024) 
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CLP Holdings 

Profile: CLP is one of the largest investor-owned power businesses in Asia-Pacific with investments in 

China, Australia, India, and Thailand. 

Circularity Activities 

Resource  

Efficiency 

Currently, CLP sets out waste recycling and reuse targets, including 100 per cent re-

cycling of waste electrical and electronic equipment, scrap metals, and rechargea-

ble batteries, as well as avoiding the use of single-use plastics in catering facilities. 

In 2024, CLP recently engaged some wind turbine suppliers to explore the opportu-

nities for incorporating circular economy elements for wind turbine projects (CLP 

Holdings, 2023). 

Supply Chain 

Management 

The company's focus on the future allows CLP to commit to short- and mid-term 

environmental targets, which include increasing material recovery and reuse while 

reducing waste and emissions. These are their daily operational drivers, which also 

align with their long-term Climate Vision 2050 (CLP Holdings, 2023). 

Business Model 

and Product 

Design Innova-

tion 

CLP has developed a CLP Group circular economy strategy and established the 

CLP Group circular economy Steering Committee, which includes key stakeholders 

from group-wide functions such as HSE, sustainability, commercial & supply chain, 

as well as project and operational representatives. The company's goal is to de-

velop an understanding of their four circular economy pillars (value recovery, circu-

lar use, circular design & input, and conserving natural capital) and oversee the im-

plementation of circular initiatives while also promoting current circular success 

stories (CLP Holdings, 2023). 

 

En+ Group 

Profile: En+ Group is the world's largest producer of low-carbon aluminum and renewables. En+ Met-

als segment is represented by RUSAL, a low cost, vertically integrated aluminum producer. 

Circularity Activities 

Resource  

Efficiency 

In 2017, RUSAL launched its flagship brand: ALLOW aluminum. RUSAL also pro-

duces its ultra-low carbon aluminum brand ALLOW INERTA with inert-anode tech-

nology. The products under this brand have the lowest carbon footprint in the 

world‚ 0.01 tonnes CO2-eq/tonne of aluminum, as confirmed by independent ex-

perts in 2023 (En+ Group, 2023). 
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Supply Chain 

Management 

RUSAL aims to create a brand-new model of consumption and production in the 

non-ferrous metals sector that meets the future low-carbon and circular demand. 

This implies reducing the intensity of freshwater consumption from underground 

and surface water sources per tonne of aluminum by 20 per cent, bringing at least 

15 per cent of alumina production waste, at least 95 per cent of aluminum and sili-

con production waste, and at least 20 per cent of post-consumer aluminum wastes 

back into the cycle by 2035 (En+ Group, 2023). 

Business Model 

and Product 

Design Innova-

tion 

The company is exploring industrial technologies for carbon capture and storage 

and hydrogen economy to maintain its leadership role in the global market while 

achieving the sustainability performance (En+ Group, 2023). 

 

Indorama Ventures 

Profile: Indorama Ventures is a global chemical company with a wide network of manufacturing sites 

across North America, Europe, Asia, and Africa and is known for its extensive operations in the pro-

duction of petrochemicals and polyester fibers. 

Circularity Activities 

Resource  

Efficiency 

The company has committed $1 billion to building recycling facilities to advance 

the polyethylene terephthalate (PET) circular economy and improve resource effi-

ciency. It is reported that from February 2011 to September 2023, they achieved a 

significant milestone by recycling 100 billion PET bottles. This effort successfully 

prevented 2.1 million tonnes of PET waste from polluting the environment and led 

to a reduction of 2.9 million tonnes in their carbon footprint (Indorama Ventures, 

2023). 

Supply Chain 

Management 

The company has undertaken various initiatives to enhance circularity throughout 

its value chain. These efforts include increasing the use of circular feedstocks, 

such as bio-based and recycled materials, which also contribute to lowering their 

scope 3 greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions related to purchased goods and ser-

vices. The company is improving logistics management by shifting from road to rail 

transportation and prioritizing direct shipments over intermediary transshipments, 

reducing GHG emissions from both upstream and downstream transportation ac-

tivities within their supply chain (Indorama Ventures, 2023). 
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Business Model 

and Product 

Design Innova-

tion 

The ongoing creation of the Group-wide Sustainable Product Portfolio has inte-

grated innovation as a central element in the company's strategy for classifying 

sustainable products. Indovinya, a global business division of Indorama Group, has 

established two specific targets for 2025 in relation to this portfolio: 

• At least 15 per cent of revenue should be derived from sustainable products. 

• Starting from 2025, 50 per cent of all new products launched should be classi-

fied as sustainable. 

In 2023, Indovinya, one of Indorama's three segments, reported that 6 per cent of its 

revenue came from sustainable products (with 40 per cent of its portfolio having 

been formally analyzed). Indorama's other two segments are in varying stages of 

similar sustainable product classification. 

 

Mahindra Group 

Profile: Mahindra Group is an Indian multinational conglomerate, headquartered in Mumbai with a 

presence in over 20 industries across hospitality, real estate, renewables, logistics, steel manufactur-

ing, auto recycling, defense and aerospace. 

Circularity Activities 

Resource  

Efficiency 

The Group reports that the initiatives to enhance the resource efficiency of the 

products manufactured includes designing vehicles with end-of-life considerations 

in mind, promoting recycling and reuse of materials and implementing programs 

for the collection and recycling of batteries. This can be seen in the reported figures 

such as out of the 815,033 metric tonnes of waste generated, 761,859 metric 

tonnes (93 per cent) of waste are reused and 3,607 tonnes (0.4 per cent) of waste 

are recycled (Mahindra Group, 2024). 

Supply Chain 

Management 

The Group has a robust and systematic process for onboarding new suppliers, 

which includes evaluating their sustainability practices, social and governance 

standards, safety, and occupational health. Additionally, the company assesses the 

suppliers’ engineering, manufacturing, inspection and testing, and quality systems 

while actively collaborating with suppliers and strategic partners to support their 

transition to more sustainable practices (Mahindra Group, 2024). 

Business Model 

and Product 

Design 

By adopting a low-carbon business model, the group has been investing in renewa-

ble energy technologies and infrastructure. They are also implementing circular 

practices, which include designing products for recyclability, managing their 
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Innovation disposal responsibly, and developing closed-loop systems(Mahindra Group, 2024). 

 

Unilever PLC 

Profile: Unilever PLC is a multinational consumer goods company known for its diverse portfolio of 

products across various categories, including food and beverages, cleaning agents, beauty and per-

sonal care, and health and wellness. 

Circularity Activities 

Resource  

Efficiency 

The company maximizes resource efficiency by generating renewable electricity at 

its factory sites and reformulating products to enhance their resource efficiency 

during use. Examples include designing laundry products under low temperature 

washing as standard and moving to renewable electricity and renewable heat, re-

ducing scope 1 and 2 emissions by 74 per cent in 2023 from the 2015 baseline 

(Unilever PLC, 2023) 

Supply Chain 

Management 

The company has launched several initiatives to encourage suppliers to adopt re-

generative agriculture practices, which enhance supply chain resilience and lower 

GHG emissions. These efforts include improving the traceability and transparency 

of the palm oil supply chain through satellite imagery and geolocation data to moni-

tor deforestation, conducting independent supplier audits, and supporting transfor-

mations in the soy supply chain through investments (Unilever PLC, 2023). 

Business Model 

and Product 

Design Innova-

tion 

The company launched new lightweight packaging formats for Sure, Rexona and 

Dove roll-on deodorants, using around a third less plastic, designed for recycling 

and using less plastic than other toothpaste tubes in the market (Unilever PLC, 

2023). 

The company helped to collect and process 61 per cent of their global plastic pack-

aging footprint. It is reported that their businesses in Indonesia and Viet Nam con-

tinued to collect and process more plastic than they sold, through physical collec-

tion and the inclusion of recycled plastic in packaging (Unilever PLC, 2023). 

The company is also working to increase the number of reusable and refillable for-

mats, as well as strengthen refill business models. In 2023, they expanded their net-

work of refill outlets in Indonesia to around 800, with the dish wash brands Rinso, 

Sunlight and Wipol (Unilever PLC, 2023).  
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Implementation  
Challenges 

 
The following insights regarding challenges in 

implementing circular economy activities are 

based on research (Mahindra Group, 2024; 

Mungkung et al., 2021; Rizos et al., 2016, 2021; 

Thøgersen et al., 2019) and responses from se-

lect member companies of the ESBN. 

High initial investment and upfront cost  

Transitioning to circular practices often requires 

substantial initial investments in new technolo-

gies, infrastructure, and training staff to adopt 

new processes. For instance, setting up recycling 

facilities or redesigning products for reuse or re-

cyclability are cost-intensive (Indorama Ventures, 

2023) . Indorama Ventures’ experience highlights 

that building recycling facilities to improve the 

circularity in the plastic industry demands large-

scale investments in infrastructure and technol-

ogy which are capital-intensive and may take 

years to yield financial returns (Indorama Ven-

tures, 2023). Such upfront cost may impose a 

significant barrier for many businesses, particu-

larly smaller and medium sized firms. Conse-

quently, convincing investors to fund circular initi-

atives can be difficult due to the perceived risks 

and longer payback periods associated with 

these projects. Traditional financial models may 

not adequately capture the value of circular econ-

omy initiatives, making it harder to secure neces-

sary capital (Rizos et al., 2016). This reveals that 

many businesses are highly likely to struggle to 

make circular initiatives economically viable, par-

ticularly in industries, especially where traditional 

linear models are deeply practiced. 

Supply chain and operational challenges 

Supply chain practices are recognized as one of 

the major barriers for companies aiming to im-

prove their sustainability performance, according 

to UN Global Compact participants (Mahindra 

Group, 2024). Meeting sustainability standards 

and criteria requires sourcing raw materials from 

suppliers who also adhere to sustainable prac-

tices. This can complicate supply chain manage-

ment, logistics and transportation, transparency 

and traceability and suppliers’ capacity. For in-

stance, a leading multinational consumer goods 

company in our analysis sources raw materials 

from various regions, such as palm oil from 

South-East Asia, tea from India and Kenya, and 

soy from South America (Unilever PLC, 2023). 

Each of these suppliers operates under different 

environmental regulations and sustainability 

standards. Ensuring that circular practices, such 

as waste reduction and sustainable sourcing, are 

implemented consistently across the supply 

chain is challenging and requires coordination 

and investment for capacity building of the sup-

pliers (Unilever PLC, 2023). Finance, collabora-

tion, policy, and capacity building are critical for 

addressing supply chain challenges. 

Ambiguity in definitions and requirements  

Varying definitions and requirements can create 

barriers for businesses trying to implement circu-

lar initiatives, particularly in global supply chains 

(Rizos et al., 2021). For example, one of the chal-

lenges facing the aluminum industry is the defini-

tion of green or low-carbon goods in trade classi-

fications. Different regions and organizations 

may have varying definitions and criteria for what 

constitutes “green or low-carbon aluminum”. This 

lack of standardization can create confusion and 

difficulty for producers trying to meet multiple 

sets of requirements. A feasible approach to 



46 

 

 
 

 

address such issues is that the list of such 

goods should cover the defined environmentally 

preferable products that cause less environmen-

tal damage during production, consumption, or 

disposal (i.e., recycling) than substitute products.  

A taxonomy for sustainable activities can be 

used to address ambiguity in definitions and re-

quirements. A taxonomy is a transparency tool 

based on a classification system designed to 

help businesses and investors make informed in-

vestment decisions on sustainable economic ac-

tivities. It plays an important role in scaling up 

sustainable investment by creating security for 

investors, protecting private investors from 

greenwashing, and helping companies in becom-

ing more climate friendly (European Commission, 

2023). The Asia-Pacific region countries in East 

and North-East Asia and the South-East Asia re-

gion have begun implementing the sustainable 

taxonomy in global markets, including Singapore, 

China, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, 

the Philippines, and the Republic of Korea. These 

countries are also actively working to align their 

taxonomies with the EU taxonomy. However, bet-

ter uniformity across the countries in the Asia-

Pacific region's taxonomies is critical for adop-

tion and widespread cooperation. While the 

range of strategies reflects each country's differ-

ent context, it also poses challenges to accessi-

bility and uniformity. A uniform framework that 

aligns to international standards is essential for 

developing a sustainable financial system in the 

region (Institute for Energy Economics & Financial 

Analysis, 2024).  

Consumer behavior and market demand  

Shifting consumer behavior towards the ac-

ceptance and preference for circular products 

also poses a significant challenge for businesses 

implementing circular activities. While the 

success of circular business models often relies 

on market demand for sustainable products, con-

sumers are frequently accustomed to linear con-

sumption patterns and may resist change, espe-

cially if circular products are perceived as less 

convenient or more expensive (Thøgersen et al., 

2019). This resistance makes it more difficult to 

create and sustain demand for sustainable prod-

ucts in markets where price is prioritized over 

sustainability. For example, on the supply side, 

the high costs associated with laboratory testing 

and certification of bioplastic products to meet 

biodegradability standards represent a major bur-

den, particularly for small and medium-sized en-

terprises seeking to compete with conventional 

plastics (Mungkung et al., 2021). On the demand 

side, the higher price of eco-labeled bioplastic 

products often leads to lower consumer willing-

ness to purchase these items, preventing con-

sumers’ decisions towards pro-environmental 

purchasing behaviors (Mungkung et al., 2021). 

Capacity of organizations to implement and 

adopt circular economy policies 

Education and capacity building are important 

enablers within organizations at every level to un-

derstand, adopt, and effectively implement circu-

lar economy practices. For example, product de-

velopment, marketing, logistics, and procurement 

are all affected by circular product and service 

offers. Employees across functions require un-

derstanding the circular economy strategy (Lacy 

& Rutqvist, 2016). Furthermore, it is important for 

the employees to gain conceptual knowledge 

about the principles of the circular economy. If 

employees are unaware of their conceptually dif-

ferent understanding of the circular economy, 

their attempts to accumulate knowledge may 

lead to misleading results (Ghisellini et al., 

2016b). To enhance the adoption of circular 
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economy policies and practices, it is necessary 

to strengthen the education and skills of different 

professionals, such as designers, chemical and 

industrial engineers, procurement officers, prod-

uct managers, etc. (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 

2013). Therefore, education and capacity build-

ing in specific areas like resource efficiency, 

waste reduction, and sustainable product design 

play a crucial role in enabling employees to im-

plement circular economy effectively. 

The Critical Role of  
Policy 
 

Government policies, including regulatory, eco-

nomic, and voluntary measures, play a crucial 

role in influencing businesses to implement cir-

cular initiatives. These policies provide the nec-

essary framework and support infrastructure to 

promote the shift to a circular economy for both 

upstream and downstream activities. Govern-

ment policies impact businesses in several ways. 

National or regional circular economy roadmaps 

or plans set certain goals within timelines for 

achieving circularity. These roadmaps provide 

guidelines to businesses across emerging regu-

latory landscapes, enabling them to set up and 

promote circular practices accordingly.  

An EPR policy mandates that manufacturers take 

responsibility for their products' entire lifecycle, 

which pushes businesses to design products 

that are easily recyclable and reusable (Chenavaz 

& Dimitrov, 2024). 

Product design and labelling policies are critical 

to supporting circularity because they encourage 

companies to design products with a sustainabil-

ity mindset. These policies can obligate compa-

nies to provide environmentally accurate 

information, such as energy consumption, mate-

rial use, and emissions during manufacturing, al-

lowing consumers to make sustainable choices 

(Chenavaz & Dimitrov, 2024). 

Economic incentives include environmental 

taxes and charges, green public procurement, 

subsidies and grants. Environmental taxes and 

charges are fiscal penalties levied to enforce ac-

tivities that create waste, pollution, or result in 

other environmental damages. These policies 

mandate companies to design and implement 

their products that do not harm the environment, 

encouraging them to develop sustainable alterna-

tives and practices.  

Green public procurement policies can help cre-

ate markets for circularity products and encour-

age businesses to produce and provide circular-

ity products or services that meet government 

demand. Governments offer subsidies and 

grants to enterprises that adopt circularity prac-

tices or invest in energy-efficient technologies. 

For example, governments may provide subsi-

dies for renewable energy projects or grants to 

enterprises that make investments in reducing 

waste or recycling technologies (Chenavaz & Di-

mitrov, 2024). 

Micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) 

face greater challenges with environmental leg-

islation and implementing circular activities com-

pared to larger companies. The regulatory criteria 

should be adaptable depending on the size and 

scope of the business's operations (Wasserbaur 

et al., 2022). Moreover, governments should cre-

ate laws or regulations that promote circular 

business models and penalize those who fail to 

comply with circular principles. 
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The following examples from Japan, the Republic 

of Korea, and Thailand show how better govern-

ment policies have helped promote circularity. 

Japan 

• Policy: The Home Appliance Recycling Law 

mandates that manufacturers of household 

appliances such as televisions, refrigerators, 

air conditioners, and washing machines are 

responsible for taking them back for recy-

cling (Ministry of Economic, 2022). This has 

encouraged companies to design products 

that are easy to recycle and reuse. 

• Policy impact on business: Companies such 

as Panasonic and Toshiba have imple-

mented effective recycling programs and de-

signed products that are simple to disas-

semble and recycle (Panasonic Group, 2024; 

Toshiba, 2024). In addition, this policy's ap-

proach has reduced not only waste but also 

allowed companies to recover valuable ma-

terials from old products, reducing the de-

mand for virgin resources. 

Republic of Korea 

• Policy: The EPR system mandates manufac-

turers to take responsibility for the entire 

lifecycle of their products, including recy-

cling and disposal. This policy encourages 

companies to design more recyclable and 

sustainable products. 

• Policy impact on business: Companies such 

as LG and Samsung have developed take-

back programs for electronic devices, result-

ing in higher recycling rates, as well as de-

signed products that are easy to 

disassemble and recycle (LG, 2008, 2024; 

Samsung, 2023). 

 

Thailand 

• Policy: Thailand has developed an invest-

ment promotion scheme as an economic 

incentive for producers in the petrochemi-

cals and plastic value chain. The invest-

ment promotion scheme includes exemp-

tion of machinery duties and three years of 

cooperative income tax exemption with a 

cap of 50 per cent of the investment capital 

(The Board of Investment of Thailand, 

2024).  

• Policy impact on business: Companies 

such as Indorama, EcoBlue, and Envicco 

have used these economic incentives to 

manufacture recycled plastic pellets. More-

over, BASF, a chemical company, also man-

ufactures chemicals from palm kernel oil 

and corn. 

In the Asia-Pacific region, due to a diverse range 

of countries, the seriousness level of legal frame-

works and enforcement mechanisms signifi-

cantly influences the development and imple-

mentation of circular economy initiatives. Some 

countries in the region, such as Japan and the 

Republic of Korea, have implemented strong reg-

ulatory frameworks and have committed to en-

forcing environmental laws that enable more ef-

fective circular economy transitions. Other coun-

tries, however, face challenges of inefficient or 

weak enforcement of existing laws, or a lack of 

regulations due to weak governance structures 

or limited resources. 
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VII: THE NEXT FRONTIER FOR CIRCULAR-
ITY IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC REGION 

 

Envisioning the Next Frontier 
 

The next frontier for circular economy in the Asia-

Pacific region is where countries have imple-

mented the necessary interventions to flip the sta-

tus quo and make circularity the default option for 

most of the population. In the next frontier, today’s 

linear practices are minimal or used when all other 

options are not possible. Awareness about the cir-

cular economy and its importance is already wide-

spread in public media and within public and pri-

vate organizations. It is high time to focus all ef-

forts on implementation to create the circular fu-

ture that the Asia-Pacific region needs. The transi-

tion will not come without some trade-offs. Desta-

bilization of certain existing linear practices is ex-

pected in the short-term to achieve long-term sus-

tainable gains for society and the planet.  

Resources and willpower must be mobilized from 

both the public and private sectors to bring the 

Asia-Pacific region into the next frontier for the cir-

cular economy. This next frontier will be defined by 

a level playing field for circular products and ser-

vices to be attractive and competitive in the mar-

ket. This can be achieved when most circular econ-

omy government policies across the region are 

fully implemented through enacting laws, regula-

tions, and/or economic or fiscal incentives and 

fewer policies are at the stage of calls to action or 

roadmaps.  

To unlock the next frontier for the circular econ-

omy, support will need to be maximized for infra-

structure, regulation, education, finance, innovation, 

and collaboration to drive businesses to implement 

the principles of circular economy across their sup-

ply chains. The next frontier of circular economy in 

the Asia-Pacific region would achieve the following 

outcomes across the six drivers. 

Infrastructure: Physical and digital infrastructure 

is established to facilitate waste prevention and 

product reuse, and treatment of valuable waste 

streams. 

• Food, organic, and agriculture waste volumes 

are significantly reduced at the source or sepa-

rated and valorized back into the biological cy-

cle or captured energy such as biogas. 

• Appropriately sized material recycling infra-

structure is established near all major cities in 

the Asia-Pacific region for efficient collection, 

sorting, and recycling of key materials that cur-

rently cause pollution challenges such as plas-

tics and electronics. Waste to energy incinera-

tion facilities are only set up to deal with low 

value non-recoverable waste streams and fa-

cilities are sized based on the expected non-re-

coverable waste volume. 

• Digital systems are established that facilitate 

the exchange of information that enable 
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people to easily access product repair ser-

vices, reusable product and service options, 

and material recycling. 

Regulation: Countries across the Asia-Pacific re-

gion have implemented regulations that promote 

circular practices and regulations are well-en-

forced. 

• Right to repair laws are established and en-

forced that mandate manufacturers to provide 

easily available information about their repair 

services and provide spare parts for electron-

ics and other products. 

• Reusable and refillable options are required to 

be available at establishments such as restau-

rants to reduce reliance on single-use items 

and packaging. The mandate should minimize 

the conflicts and constraints of the service 

providers.  

• Consumption of products with recycled mate-

rial content is incentivized through procure-

ment regulations that mandate a certain per-

centage of new products to be made of recy-

cled materials. 

• EPR laws are established in all countries in the 

Asia-Pacific region with regional alignment 

and cover key waste types based on each 

country’s context to increase recycling and re-

duce the use of raw materials. A transparent 

system is established for collecting and man-

aging the funds generated by the EPR laws. 

• Governments deploy adequate resources to 

enforce regulations that contribute to promo-

tion of circular practices. 

Education: The principles of the circular economy 

have become a fundamental component of na-

tional education systems and workforce training 

across generations of the population. 

• The principles of the circular economy are em-

bedded in national education curriculum and 

vocational and education training. 

• Governments support programs that integrate 

the principles of the circular economy into 

strategies for workforce development to up-

skill and reskill people, especially workers who 

are expected to lose jobs during the transition. 

• Governments and businesses collaborate to 

educate the public about the circular economy 

and actions that can be taken to support the 

transition. 

Finance: Governments create market conditions 

and provide public sources of financing that stim-

ulate private investment in circular economy activ-

ities that offer both financial and development re-

turns. 

• Across the Asia-Pacific region, there are se-

vere legal and financial penalties enforced for 

mismanagement of waste (i.e. open dumps 

and open burning). Landfill fees are high 

enough to push organizations to reduce waste 

generation or recover value through recycling 

processes. 

• Subsidies for industries currently using linear 

practices are significantly reduced and the 

funds are transferred to subsidize circular ac-

tivities that are unable to sustain themselves 

through traditional business models. 

• Public funds are used to attract and de-risk pri-

vate investment in circular solutions and infra-

structure. 

Innovation: Products and services that support the 

circular flow of materials and energy and regener-

ate nature are deployed and adopted. 

• Regenerative farming becomes a mainstream 

practice in agri-food systems across the Asia-
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Pacific region. 

• Both off-the-shelf low-tech solutions and cut-

ting-edge high-tech solutions are deployed to 

promote resource reduction and the circular 

flow of materials and energy. 

• Product manufacturing minimizes resource 

consumption without compromising product 

functionality and products are designed for re-

pair and recycling. 

• Reusable products-as-a-service are readily 

available and cost-competitive for consumers. 

Collaboration: All stakeholders across industries 

and the supply chain in both the public and private 

sectors share a common goal of scaling up circu-

larity and establish partnerships with tangible out-

comes. 

• There are healthy partnerships between gov-

ernment agencies, businesses, research insti-

tutions and universities, and communities to 

develop and maintain industrial symbiosis net-

works and related infrastructure with a collec-

tive goal to exchange waste-to-resources at 

scale. 

• Large businesses engage their upstream sup-

pliers and MSMEs as a standard practice to 

help them understand more about the require-

ments of their supply chain circular economy 

initiatives and improve transparency of pur-

chasing and sourcing of upstream materials. 

• There is sufficient data transparency and 

traceability across all sectors to enable organi-

zations of all types to collaborate effectively in 

implementing circular economy initiatives and 

measure progress towards reducing material 

consumption and waste generation and regen-

erating nature. 

 

Arriving at the Next  
Frontier 
Reaching the next frontier of the circular economy 

in the Asia-Pacific region comes with its chal-

lenges. Government agencies across the Asia-Pa-

cific region have already taken initiative at the pol-

icy level to create conditions and lay a foundation 

for supporting circularity in their respective coun-

tries at different levels of seriousness. Major busi-

nesses in the region have already taken initiative 

within the control of their supply chains to imple-

ment circular activities that are relevant to their 

products and services. Bold and contextually ap-

propriate action is still needed to see real impact in 

the short, medium, and long-term. The following 

sections prescribe what governments, businesses, 

and the ESBN can do to support implementation of 

circular economy initiatives in the Asia-Pacific re-

gion. 

 



52 

 

 
 

 

What Can Businesses Do? 

• Undertake a systemic diagnostic and cre-

ate a strategy with buy-in from top man-

agement. Businesses should conduct a sys-

temic diagnosis of their entire value chain 

to understand how to embed a circularity 

mindset into the organization and identify 

tangible ways circularity can address busi-

ness challenges and create value. The out-

comes of the diagnosis can be transformed 

into a strategy that lays out what circular ac-

tivities should be done, who will lead imple-

mentation of each activity, what resources 

will be allocated to support, and the value 

added at the end. Buy-in from top manage-

ment will also be important to make circu-

larity an organization-wide priority. 

• Establish company steering committee fo-

rums. Companies can establish steering 

committee forums that comprise key stake-

holders to provide an environment for mem-

bers to share and learn where they can ex-

plore circularity opportunities from alternate 

design, procurement of sustainable prod-

ucts through to operational usage to expand 

life expectancy. 

 

• Learn from successful cases and replicate. 

Many businesses are already implementing 

circular economy activities without govern-

ment support. This shows that there are ac-

tions that can be done that add value to a 

business and can be done independently. 

Companies should aim to learn from the 

success of other companies and replicate if 

the circular activities are relevant to their in-

dustry.  

 

What Can Governments Do? 

• Create a level policy playing field. In gen-

eral, governments need to change the rules 

of the game and create a playing field to en-

able circular solutions to succeed. The rules 

of the game should incentivize circular prac-

tices while penalizing the harmful linear 

practices. This will shape the nature and 

scale of economic activities across coun-

tries and industries. 

• Adjust the economics in favor of circularity. 

Governments should adjust fiscal policies 

and leverage public budgets to create prices 

that ensure that circular products and ser-

vices are more valuable and can compete 

and replace products and services that rely 

on linear practices (take-make-waste). Taxa-

tion should ensure that prices of goods and 

services reflect and include both financial 

and social and environmental costs. Incen-

tives for excessive material consumption 

need to be quickly transitioned out. 

 

• Improve enforcement of regulations. En-

forcing regulations in general is still a major 

challenge in many countries in the Asia-Pa-

cific region. Governments need to improve 

in this area so that existing and future regu-

lations and other mandatory measures that 

support circularity (e.g., minimum recycled 

content, EPR, taxes and fines) can achieve 

their intended results sooner rather than 

later. The monitoring and penalties much be 

strict enough so that the individuals and 

businesses play by the rules.  
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• Support circular activities that are higher in 

the waste hierarchy. In the waste hierarchy, 

activities such as reducing waste, repairing, 

and reusing products are the most preferred 

option. Recycling and recovery are on the 

lower end of the waste hierarchy, yet these 

activities are more frequently initiated glob-

ally. Governments should support circular 

activities that offer higher value for material 

use and waste prevention such as repairing 

but have experienced very low implementa-

tion compared to other circular activities. 

Certain activities may need to rely on regu-

lations such as the EU’s right to repair or 

subsidies to promote the activity or keep it 

operating. 

 

What Can the ESBN do? 

• Promote circular economy activities among 

similar business types. Member companies 

of ESBN that have already implemented cir-

cular economy activities could serve as cir-

cular “brand ambassadors” and advocate to 

companies in the same industry to do simi-

lar circular economy activities. Many com-

panies of different sizes are generally aware 

about the circular economy and its im-

portance, but often are not sure about the 

first steps to take. Members of ESBN can 

help facilitate peer-to-peer learning among 

similar companies. 

 

• Engage governments collectively to advo-

cate for action and change. ESBN members 

can assemble and advocate for policy re-

forms that would make it easier for busi-

nesses to implement circular practices. En-

gagement can come in the forms of provid-

ing consultations and expert input, 

collaborating with the media to shape pub-

lic opinion, and organizing roundtables and 

forums focused on engaging government 

agencies.  

 

• Create an online library of circular economy 

success stories and solutions from the 

Asia-Pacific region. This report provides ex-

amples of how businesses have initiated 

circular economy activities and supporting 

policies governments have created. There 

are many more initiatives, success stories, 

and solutions across different countries, in-

dustries, sectors, and organization sizes 

(micro, small, medium, large) that are ongo-

ing or have been accomplished and should 

be captured to inspire others. ESBN could 

create an online library of circular economy 

success stories and solutions and catalog 

them according to different themes such as 

countries, industries, drivers (i.e., infrastruc-

ture, regulation, education, finance, innova-

tion, collaboration). The case studies should 

be presented in a manner that intentionally 

push organizations to act. 

 

• Collect and communicate the not-so-suc-

cessful circularity stories. Although suc-

cess stories are valuable, the not so suc-

cessful stories are equally as important 

when it comes to implementing circular 

economy activities. The less successful sto-

ries are hard to find because organizations 

often avoid sharing these cases as this 

could affect their brand and reputation. 

ESBN could support in learning about the 

less successful examples and find ways to 

present the findings in a manner way that 

does not compromise the confidentiality 
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and reputation of specific companies and 

industries. 

 

Looking Ahead 
 

The journey in transitioning to a circular economy 

in the Asia-Pacific region needs to be people cen-

tric even though the principles are grounded in 

technical and biological aspects. Governments, 

businesses, and a majority of the public are already 

aware about the circular economy or certain princi-

ples of this concept. Raising general awareness 

has already been accomplished over the past sev-

eral years. It is now high time to focus on targeted 

awareness and communication and implementa-

tion of all the possible activities that can contribute 

to a circular economy. There is no single depart-

ment, company, industry, city, or nation that should 

work in isolation in taking the Asia-Pacific region 

into the next frontier of the circular economy. Inter-

ventions should be applied with an understanding 

about its potential ripple effects. Systems thinking 

shows us the importance of targeting key sources 

of the issue, such as regulatory frameworks, bias 

towards prevailing business models, and value sys-

tems instead of tackling symptoms. We need to 

break through the mental barriers that limit us from 

reaching the vast possibilities that the circular 

economy can offer. 
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