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“We	need	a	transformation	…	to	decouple	economic	growth	from	environmental	

degradation	if	we	are	to	meet	the	2030	SDG	targets.”		

– Australian	SDGs	Summit	Chairs,	2018	

	

Abstract		

An	economic	transition	is	imminent.	To	continue	meeting	societal	needs,	to	allow	future	

generations	to	prosper,	and	to	enhance	natural	and	environmental	capital,	the	traditional	‘take-

make-dispose’	consumption	mentality	must	be	broken.	The	shift	to	a	circular	economy	aims	to	

close	the	loop	on	the	90%	of	resources	that	are	currently	wasted	(de	Wit	et	al.,	2018).	Such	a	

transition	is	challenging,	but	enormously	worthwhile	for	profit,	people	and	the	planet.	Action	is	

currently	hindered	by	a	lack	of	measurability	and	awareness,	but	there	are	opportunities	for	

change.	This	paper	explores	pathways	for	Australia	to	leverage	the	private	sector,	education	and	

social	innovation	as	tools	to	drive	change	towards	a	circular	economy.			

	

Recommendations	

1. Define	a	national	set	of	circularity	indicators	around	which	business	can	

evaluate	circular	performance.	

2. Integrate	concepts	of	growth	and	the	circular	economy	within	the	national	

high	school	curriculum.		

3. Create	a	business-orientated	accelerator	program	and	associated	pay-for-

financing	scheme	for	circular	initiatives.	

	

	

Context		

The	UN	2030	Agenda	directs	our	approach	toward	sustainable	development	through	the	

implementation	of	the	17	Sustainable	Development	Goals	(SDGs),	which	were	agreed	upon	by	

world	leaders	at	the	United	Nations	General	Assembly	in	2015.	Goals	number	11,	12	and	13	in	

particular	relate	to	sustainable	consumption	and	climate	action.	Achieving	climate-compatible	

growth	and	mitigating	environmental	degradation	are	issues	of	increasing	significance	for	all	of	

humanity.	It	is	widely	recognised	that	action	must	be	taken,	yet	we	continue	along	a	resource-

intensive	and	environmentally	costly	path	to	economic	growth.	This	need	not	be	the	case.	

Change	does	not	happen	overnight,	but	it	can	be	accelerated	through	policy	intervention,	

designed	to	engage	all	sectors	and	encourage	action	from	private	entities.	

	



Green	growth	encompasses	activities	that	generate	a	traditional	increase	in	Gross	Domestic	

Product	(GDP)	whilst	enhancing	natural	and	environmental	capital,	a	process	that	is	inherently	

required	to	achieve	multiple	SDGs.	Such	initiatives	are	considered	‘strong’	where	no	trade-off	

exists	and	‘inclusive’	when	implemented	alongside	a	development	agenda	(Hepburn,	Pfeiffer	

and	Teytelboym,	2018).	To	achieve	green	growth	under	the	frameworks	of	the	2030	Agenda	

and	Paris	Agreement,	States	should	prioritise	a	transition	towards	the	circular	economy	(Rizos	

et	al.,	2017).	This	involves	shifting	focus	from	a	‘take-make-dispose’	mentality	to	one	of	reuse,	

remanufacturing	and	recycling,	by	designing	out	waste	(De	Angelis,	2018).	A	separation	of	

economic	activity	from	the	consumption	of	finite	products	underpins	green	growth	and	is	

therefore	key	to	sustainable	development.	Organisations	such	as	‘The	Ellen	MacArthur	

Foundation’,	are	gaining	momentum	internationally	to	achieve	such	a	shift.		

	

Social	innovation,	when	paired	with	cross-sectoral	collaboration,	can	accelerate	the	transition	

towards	a	circular	economy	(Ellen	MacArthur	Foundation,	2015).	The	drive	to	creatively	

disturb	unjust	societal	equilibriums	can	catalyse	significant	positive	change;	unlocking	

environmentally	sustainable	opportunities	for	growth	through	innovative	and	impactful	

business	models	(Gibbs	and	O’Neill,	2012).	Typically,	social	entrepreneurship	is	associated	with	

the	formation	of	new	ventures;	however,	its	qualities	are	incredibly	valuable	within	existing	

public	and	private	entities.	It	is	therefore	worthwhile	distinguishing	between	social	

entrepreneurship	and	social	innovation.	The	latter	encompasses	the	former	and	describes	a	

broad	discipline,	which	can	be	leveraged	by	any	individual,	organisation,	sector	or	state	to	

creatively	disrupt	current	practices/disturb	unjust	societal	equilibriums,	for	the	sake	of	

improved	social	or	environmental	outcomes.	

	

Despite	its	demonstrated	value,	the	social	innovation	sector	has	received	relatively	little	

attention	in	Australia	(Barraket,	Mason	and	Blake,	2016).	Where	for-profit	entrepreneurship	

garners	support	through	the	National	Science	and	Innovation	Agenda,	equivalent	for-purpose	

opportunities	are	limited	and	often	costly.	For	a	business	willing	to	uproot	its	existing	supply	

chain	for	improved	circularity,	there	are	few	external	incentives	beyond	increased	demand	

through	conscious	consumerism.	While	the	circular	economy	is	restorative	by	design,	and	

initiatives	therefore	often	have	an	underlying	profitability;	transborder	value	chains,	high	

capital	requirements	and	a	lack	of	awareness	inhibit	uptake.	Social	innovation	is	a	pathway	for	

change.	With	an	increased	understanding	of	what	the	circular	economy	means	and	how	it	can	

be	achieved,	Australia	will	be	better	placed	to	achieve	2030	Agenda	environmental	targets.	

	

Policy	Recommendations	



Define	-	Implement	a	standardised	and	national	set	of	understandable,	quantitative	

consumer-facing	material	circularity	indicators	(MCI),	around	which	products	and	

businesses	can	be	evaluated	on	circular	performance:	

	
This	recommendation	serves	to	create	a	foundational	enabling	environment	for	the	circular	

economy.	A	lack	of	metrics	is	a	core	barrier,	which	prevents	business	from	identifying	and	

capitalising	on	circular	opportunities	and	consumers	from	making	informed	choices	when	

purchasing	material	products.	The	need	for	quantifiable	indicators	is	a	strong	theme	throughout	

the	Ellen	Macarthur	Toolkit	for	Policy	Makers	(Ellen	MacArthur	Foundation,	2015)	and	is	also	

highlighted	as	a	priority	within	the	recent	Y20	Policy	Recommendations	Paper	(Y20,	2018).	

Business	operates	on	performance	indicators	and	consumers	make	purchasing	decisions	based	

on	product	comparisons.	Without	a	standardised	method	of	evaluating	circular	performance,	

opportunities	remain	unexploited	and	greenwashing	can	distract	from	genuine	innovation.		

	

The	circular	economy	is	ultimately	a	means	to	enhance	well	being,	and	indicators	must	reflect	

and	link	with	those	of	the	2030	Agenda.	To	be	effective,	they	must	also	communicate	with	

members	of	the	public,	serving	as	a	tool	to	catalyse	positive	behavioral	change.	Finally,	for	

adoption	and	acceptance	within	the	private	sector,	they	must	be	useful.		

	

For	consumable	products	and	complex	durables	alike;	input,	utility,	destination	and	system	can	

serve	as	four	simple,	overarching	and	scorable	metrics.	These	focus	areas	consider	a	product’s	

life	cycle	and	its	alternative	options.	Input	encompasses	embedded	energy	and	the	use	of	virgin	

feedstock	or	renewable	materials.	Utility	considers	durability,	destination	covers	end	of	life	

procedures	and	system	investigates	opportunities	to	dematerialise	or	share.	These	measures	

align	with	those	presented	within	The	Circularity	Indicators	Project	(Granta,	2015)	and	

synthesize	many	existing	measures	around	environmental	impact	and	resource	efficiency.		

	

For	a	consumer,	these	four	components	can	be	combined	into	a	single	score;	similar	to	

Australia’s	health	food	star	rating	system.	For	a	business,	they	can	build	on	Life	Cycle	

Assessments	(LCA)	to	form	the	basis	of	a	more	detailed	calculator,	through	which	key	circularity	

gaps	can	be	identified.	Metrics	are	also	necessary	and	foundational	for	many	second	stage	

initiatives.	A	national	set	of	understandable	and	quantitative	consumer-facing	material	

circularity	indicators	(MCIs)	could	enable	voluntary	circularity	labels	for	specific	categories	of	

consumer	products,	encourage	public	procurement	of	circular	goods	or	inform	targets	for	

sector-specific	areas	of	poor	performance.		



	
Educate	-	Introduce	concepts	of	growth	and	the	circular	economy	as	a	national	cross-

curriculum	priority,	to	stimulate	ideas,	challenge	the	status	quo	and	encourage	conscious	

consumerism:	

	
As	pointed	out	in	the	Circularity	Gap	Report,	‘waste	is	essentially	a	human,	social	construct’,	and	

one	that	has	existed	at	scale	for	little	over	200	years	(de	Wit	et	al.,	2018).	This	recommendation	

serves	to	reverse	the	normalisation	of	society’s	linear	consumption	model	through	early	

education.	Awareness	is	a	central	determinant	in	the	success	of	the	define	policy	

recommendation	and	it	is	therefore	valuable	for	these	recommendations	to	be	deployed	in	

tandem.		

	

Between	the	ages	of	15	and	25,	the	human	brain	is	‘wired	for	innovation’	(Dougherty	and	

Clarke,	2017).	Within	the	context	of	the	2030	Agenda,	there	is	immense	potential	for	progress	

through	youth-led	initiatives.	This	sentiment	has	been	reiterated	at	both	the	2018	Australian	

SDGs	Summit	and	through	the	2018	Youth	Solutions	Report	(Marjolin,	Muir	and	Powell,	2015;	

ACFID	et	al.,	2016;	SDSN,	2017,	2018).	By	engaging	future	generations	early,	a	core	mandate	of	

the	2030	Agenda,	this	natural	creativity	can	be	harnessed	to	help	overcome	the	challenges	of	a	

circular	consumption	model.		

	

The	Department	of	Education	and	Training	should	embrace	digitalisation	and	leverage	tools	

used	in	Massive	Open	Online	Courses	(MOOC)	and	Virtual	Internship	Programs	(VIP)	to	develop	

an	online,	project-based	learning	program	accessible	for	all	year	ten	students,	regardless	of	

school.	To	stimulate	ideas,	theoretical	content	can	be	centered	around	the	questions:	what	is	the	

circular	economy,	why	is	it	important,	what	can	society	do	to	achieve	it	and	what	can	I	do	as	an	

individual?	Such	content	can	be	further	contextualised	by	challenging	the	rigidity	of	GDP	as	a	

core	measure	of	economic	success	and	progress.	Introduce	contemporary	examples	of	

alternatives,	such	as	the	2019	New	Zealand	budget,	to	be	measured	on	wellbeing,	and	the	

Organisation	for	Economic	Co-operation	and	Develop	(OECD)	Better	Life	Index,	a	measure	for	

quality	of	life.		

	

A	shift	in	mentality	is	vital.	Through	education,	young	people	can	be	at	the	forefront	of	this	shift,	

acting	as	key	enablers	for	the	define	and	incubate	policy	recommendations.		
	



Incubate	-	Create	a	competitive	accelerator	program	and	pay-for-financing	scheme	to	

encourage	leading	businesses	to	demonstrate	viable	circular	models	within	their	industry:		

	
Considering	the	high	failure	rate	of	new	ventures,	social	entrepreneurs	can	be	blindly	

celebrated.	In	her	report,	Papi-Thornton	likens	social	entrepreneurs	to	toothbrushes,	stating:	

‘we	don’t	want	more	toothbrushes,	we	want	more	clean	teeth’	(Papi-Thornton,	2016).	In	the	

social	innovation	space,	efforts	must	focus	on	achieving	real	impact,	rather	than	on	creating	new	

enterprises.	A	high	failure	rate	can	be	mitigated	by	leveraging	the	expertise	of	those	already	

operating	within	the	sector.	This	recommendation	bridges	the	gap	between	ideation	and	

implementation,	by	building	opportunities	for	intrapreneurship.		

	

Accelerator	programs	have	demonstrated	their	worth	in	the	for-profit	entrepreneurship	space	

(Autio	and	Rannikko,	2016).	In	the	social	sector,	experts	advocate	for	the	use	of	vertical	

specialisation,	to	provide	tailored	support	and	networks	for	specific	social	or	environmental	

issues	(Richardson,	2015;	Goldman,	2017).	These	entrepreneur-focused	approaches	can	be	

adapted	to	encourage	business	to	transform	linear	supply	chains;	providing	a	vehicle	to	realise	

circular	economy	ambitions.	The	Ellen	Macarthur	Foundation	CE100	Program	exemplifies	the	

value	of	such	a	model.	The	program	is	designed	to	help	members	‘learn,	build	capacity	and	

collaborate	with	key	organisations	around	the	circular	economy’,	accelerating	the	development	

of	new	ideas.	Elements	of	this	initiative	should	be	replicated	in	Australia	to	improve	

accessibility	and	drive	progress	nationally.		

	

Access	to	funding	is	a	hurdle	for	social	and	environmental	projects,	but	one	that	has	been	well	

addressed	through	the	introduction	of	Social	Impact	Bonds	(SIBs)	and	green	project	bonds	

respectively.	Within	the	private	sector,	there	is	inherent	uncertainty	in	shifting	business	models,	

and	innovative	financing	mechanisms	are	therefore	necessary	to	incentivise	the	uptake	of	

circular	initiatives.	Here,	the	government	should	look	to	elements	of	pay-for-financing	schemes.	

For	a	company	within	an	incubator	program,	willing	to	undertake	a	circular	project	with	

potential	underlying	profitability	and	high	positive	impact	relative	to	the	MCIs	outlined	above,	

external	financing	should	be	made	available.	Upon	success,	the	bond	should	be	repaid	in	part	

through	increased	private	revenue	and	in	part	by	government,	commensurate	with	industry	

scalability	and	social	and	environmental	impact.		

	

The	define	and	educate	recommendations	serve	to	create	awareness	and	to	stimulate	ideas	

within	a	supportive	ecosystem;	incubate	aims	to	build	an	ideation-to-implementation	pipeline.	



Together,	these	ensure	Australia	is	not	left	behind	in	a	global	transition	to	the	circular	economy.	

In	terms	of	profit	and	people,	there	is	a	reward	for	acting	now.	Further	delay	costs	the	planet.	

	

Limitations	

The	circular	economy	defies	the	consumption	model	through	which	the	modern	world	has	

grown	to	economically	prosper.	Although	necessary,	a	transition	will	be	complicated.		

	
Complexity	and	Oversimplification	

Circularity	can	and	must	be	measurable	for	coffee	pods,	electric	motor	vehicles	and	everything	

in-between.	The	challenge	of	developing	a	robust	system	of	evaluation	for	circular	performance,	

that	is	sufficiently	flexible	and	meaningful,	underlies	the	lack	of	global	metrics.	With	inaction,	

however,	this	challenge	only	grows	in	magnitude.	Measurement	initiatives	have	been	

implemented	by	the	European	Commission,	China	and	Japan	(European	Commission,	2018).	

Australia	should	commence	with	a	review	of	existing	international	measurement	systems,	

aiming	to	pilot	the	define	recommendation	and	follow-through	initiatives	within	specific	

sectors.	The	coffee	and	motor	vehicle	industries	contain	large	circularity	opportunities	(Ellen	

MacArthur	Foundation,	2015)	and	unique	difficulties.	Together,	they	also	involve	nearly	all	

consumers	and	would	therefore	serve	as	informative	initial	cases.		

	

MCIs	cannot	comprehensively	reflect	the	broader	social	and	environmental	considerations	

emphasised	by	the	SDGs.	MCIs	cannot	completely	account	for	the	scalability	and	circularity	of	

individual	private	sector	initiatives	if	deployed	at	a	national	or	industry-wide	level.	Such	

nuances	also	raise	the	question	of	suitability	of	content	for	year	10	students.	To	combat	the	

tension	between	understandability	for	consumers	and	industry	usefulness,	MCIs	must	be	

designed	and	presented	as	a	complementary	tool	for	existing	frameworks,	such	as	the	SDGs,	

GDP	and	OECD	Better	Life	Index.		

	
Greenwashing	

‘Green’	products	are	increasingly	commonplace.	Conscious	consumerism	encourages	companies	

to	adopt	environmentally	friendly	business	models,	but	a	lack	of	transparency	can	result	in	

tokenistic	efforts.	This	outcome	is	particularly	harmful	in	the	transition	to	a	circular	economy,	

as	it	confuses	consumers	and	diverts	attention	from	genuine	progress	and	innovation.	MCIs	

must	be	meaningful	for	the	general	population.	Care	must	also	be	taken	if	green	bonds	or	SIBs	

are	to	be	replicated.	These	mechanisms	are	relatively	new	and	progressive.	Without	well-

defined	evaluation	techniques	for	circular	investment	projects,	it	is	possible	for	failure	to	hinder	



progress	in	financing	other	social	or	environmental	initiatives	and	disrepute	future	circular	

economy	opportunities.		

	
Transborder	Value	Chains	and	Linked	Industries	

Production	chains	do	not	often	exist	exclusively	within	one	country.	Australian	policy	

intervention	cannot	directly	or	immediately	influence	international	value	chain	nodes.	To	close	

a	resource	loop	within	one	industry,	it	may	require	linking	with	the	beginning	of	a	second	

production	chain.	A	global,	interlinked	circular	economy	begins	to	exhibit	similar	complexities	

to	that	of	a	natural	ecosystem.	Regardless,	a	proactive	switch	to	green	growth,	rather	than	one	

triggered	by	climate	related	disaster,	is	vital.	Fostering	a	local,	consumer-driven	awareness	and	

market	for	circular	goods	and	services	is	a	powerful	initial	lever	for	change.	Demand	can	

encourage	business	to	investigate	opportunities	within	supply	chains,	creating	pressure	for	

change,	which	can	flow	up	to	the	point	of	raw	material	inputs.		

	

Conclusion		

To	achieve	economic	prosperity	without	social	and	environmental	compromise,	the	circular	

economy	is	a	necessity.	It	underpins	green	growth	and	will	become	a	pillar	through	which	to	

achieve	the	2030	Agenda	Sustainable	Development	Goals.	Within	a	modern,	global	economy,	the	

transition	away	from	existing	linear	consumption	models	is	a	task	of	great	magnitude	and	many	

challenges.	Inaction,	however,	only	increases	its	difficulty.	Progress	is	occurring	internationally,	

and	Australia	has	a	responsibility	to	commence	its	own	transition.	Creating	a	supportive	

ecosystem	within	which	business	is	organically	encouraged	to	implement	circular	initiatives	is	

key.	Clear	definitions,	early	education	and	social	innovation	are	pathways	to	a	more	sustainable	

future.		
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Global Voices pays our respect to the traditional custodians of lands on
which we meet, live, and work, across Australia. We acknowledge their

continuing connection to Australia's land and water and the significance of
their history and culture. We pay our respects to all Aboriginal and Torres

Strait Islander Elders; past, present, and emerging. 
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