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Disclaimer 
 
 
This document has been reproduced in the form in which it was received, without formal editing.  
 
The findings, interpretations and conclusions expressed in this publication are those of the authors 
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the United Nations or its officials or Member States.  
 
The designations employed and the presentation of material in this publication do not imply the 
expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the United Nations concerning the legal status of 
any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers 
or boundaries.  
 
Links contained in this publication are provided for the convenience of the reader and are correct at 
the time of issue. The United Nations takes no responsibility for the continued accuracy of that 
information or for the content of any external website.  
 
Mention of commercial names and products does not imply the endorsement of the United Nations.  
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Depleting our resources and degrading our homes 
 
The Arab region consists of states and people with different opportunities, great cultural diversity, 
socio-economic statuses, economic revenues, and achieved development. Even though there are a 
diversity of experiences and lifestyles, there are many challenges regarding natural resources that 
much of the region shares – large arid landmasses, high climatic sensitivity, the world's greatest water 
stress, and a heavy dependence on fossil fuels and food imports. Our economy is built on wasting the 
precious resources we have; we take, we make, we use, and then we throw away. This is called the 
linear economy and is globally and in the Arab region the status quo. But the Arab region suffers from 
both inadequate natural resources and currently also an unsustainable use of natural resources, 
making the everyday life of populations in the region difficult. The Arab cities are some of the most 
polluted in the world with up to 100 times the safe amount of air pollution particles1, and in the region 
there are 362 million people suffering from water scarcity2 and 1 out of 10 are undernourished, a 
number expected to grow3. At the same time the lands are getting filled with trash, at the rate of 
500 thousand tons per day4; used resources considered a problem and dumped in landfills emitting 
greenhouse gases and polluting nearby future resources.  

It is estimated that the population in the Arab region will grow from 444 to 646 million in 2050, at the 
same time as the region is rapidly urbanizing and more than 70% of the population is expected to 
become urban5. Many states are also experiencing a rapid economic growth, and many other needs 
economic growth to be able to start providing a good life for its people. As population and economic 
growth together with unsustainable urban lifestyles are positively correlated with the use of natural 
resources, the Arab region has reasons to be concerned. Without a sustainable use of natural 
resources, the region won’t be able to reap all the benefits of progress, and in parts it may even come 
to a halt since natural resources are the base for human prosperity. Considering climate change, the 
unsustainable use of resources will increase the already experience climatic sensitivities since saved 
and stored natural resources can build resilience. The inefficient use of natural resources, as in the 
linear economic model, need to come to a stop if the Arab states want to transform into a flourishing 
region with the ability to provide for all its people now and in the future.  
 
The Green Economy has been on the agenda for a decade, aiming at resource efficiency and attacking 
unsustainable consumption and production. There is potential with a Green Economy, but the 
efficiency of transitioning sectors to improved ways of handling natural resources may not be the way 
to transform. A Circular Economy is much more than the transition of singular sectors through 
increased efficiency in technology or material flows through taking care of already produced waste by 
recycling. To avoid increasing the extraction of new natural resources, bound to happen by economic 
growth ‘eating up’ the resources saved by efficiency measures, the whole society and all processes of 
natural resources needs to be within a circular system. We can no longer afford to view resources as 
waste; waste need to be designed out from the flow of materials to find a balance between human 
and planet systems. ESCWA has created this introductory paper to continue the mainstreaming of a 
Circular Economy in the region, presenting a shared understanding of the concept and start mapping 
out the necessary enablers needed for change.  
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Circular Economy: From value chains to circular value systems   
 
Natural resources have always been used and the increased usage of materials have led the way to 
developed societies fulfilling human needs and wants. Circular Economy is not about halting human 
development; it’s about achieving more with less through transforming the society from linear value 
chains to circular flows of resources. To be able to continue developing we need to be smarter with 
our natural resources and build an economy where resources are circulated, leading to regenerated 
ecosystems and minimal waste. A recent study has shown that through a Circular Economy it is 
possible to fulfill people’s needs and wants with just 70% of the current use of materials6.  
 
There are many definitions of a Circular Economy, each focused on different aspects and with a 
different understanding of what it includes7. Creating a shared definition facilitates transparency, and 
can be a starting point for discussion, knowledge sharing and collaboration. 

The World Economic Forum defines it as: In a circular economy, things are made and consumed in a 
way that minimizes our use of the world’s resources, cuts waste and reduces carbon emissions. 
Products are kept in use for as long as possible, through repairing, recycling and redesign – so they can 
be used again and again8. 

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation is a frontrunner for the Circular Economy and was formed already in 
2010, they define the Circular Economy as: A systems solution framework that tackles global 
challenges like climate change, biodiversity loss, waste, and pollution. It is based on three principles, 
driven by design: eliminate waste and pollution, circulate products and materials (at their highest 
value), and regenerate nature. It is underpinned by a transition to renewable energy and materials. 
Transitioning to a circular economy entails decoupling economic activity from the consumption of finite 
resources. This represents a systemic shift that builds long-term resilience, generates business and 
economic opportunities, and provides environmental and societal benefits. 9 

The World Economic Forum’s definition is missing several of the import parts of a Circular Economy, 
only focusing on a few circular practices and the environmental benefits. The Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation’s definition is broad but can be seen as a bit unclear and containing a global focus. 

To continue or work in the Arab region, ESCWA has produced a suggested definition with the aim of 
being inclusive, clear and region specific. The definition is solution oriented and stresses the 
importance of governance, building a system that favors circularity to reach an inclusive and 
transformation with low resistance.  

 
 
 

A Circular Economy is a cross-sectoral approach to development where circular systems are 
designed to favor solutions that upgrades ecosystems and keeps the value of resources within 
the system for as long as possible. Renewable and finite resources are guided by the circular 
model which include the restorative and regenerative practices of rethink, redesign, reduce, 

refuse, reuse, repurpose, recycle, and recover, to achieve a sustainable use of natural 
resources and at the same time facilitate social equity and economic prosperity.  
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A guiding model for circular activities  
 

A Circular model is used to define what kind of activates, principles or processes the Circular Economy 
is based on. Just as there are many definitions of a Circular Economy, there are many circular models, 
some are hierarchical and other claims any extensions of circularity are as good. The most common 
models focus on the 3R’s reduce, reuse and recycle10, but there are models that use up to 12 R’s to 
explain the possible activities.   

The model described below have been developed through an extensive literature review with the aim 
of showing the complexity but not including more than necessary. It is built on activities where design 
changes together with short and long loops facilitates circular systems with as closed loops as possible.  

It is important to note that the model should be seen as a guide for a Circular Economy and not 
something that can be applied blindly on all resources. Value chains, systems and material flows are 
complex, with different circular practices being beneficial, and to achieve desired development other 
aspects may be advantageous to prioritize in some instances. For example, research should be 
prioritized developing trustworthy cost-benefit analysis prior to introducing activities to make it 
efficient.  
 

Design changes are essential in the model and based on creating with the intent of decreasing the 
need of natural resources: Rethink business models to include used resources or a sharing of 
resources; Redesign products to last longer and be recyclable, and systems to be regenerative; and 
Reduce natural resources used in the design, production, manufacturing and during any of the circular 
loops, through efficiency measures. 

The short loops are the most resource efficient and are based on either avoiding using resources 
through Refuse products or services that are not needed and environmentally harmful; or extending 
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the circularity of resources within the system through Reuse products until they are not fulfilling its 
original purpose; and Repurpose products, components, and materials outside its original purpose.  

The long loops are a last resort since the resource lose a considerable amount of its value and they 
require high inputs of energy. They include Recycle through physical or chemical processes; and 
Recover energy through incineration or nutrients through biological recovery.  

Opportunities and prospects with a Circular Economy 
 
The unsustainable use of natural resources is the root cause of the Triple Planetary Crisis - climate 
change, biodiversity loss, and pollution11. The Circular Economy is a tool to decouple economic growth 
and environmental degradation, tackling climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution, and at the 
same time contributing to social equity and economic growth. The vision is societies with no trash on 
the streets or landfills leaking out toxics; money spent on inclusion and provision to the people instead 
of cleaning up; shared inclusive services such as transportation; ecosystems that are stable and 
efficiently can provide ecosystem services such as clean water, air and nutritious food; a growing 
market providing safe jobs and increased possibilities; and a resilient society where human systems 
and natural systems coexist in symbiosis safeguarding our future.    
 
A refocus from meeting individual Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to a systemic change having 
cross beneficial implications in several of the goals is possible through an adoption of circular 
practices. Adopting Circular Economy practices are linked to directly or indirectly contributing to SDG 
1 (no poverty), SDG 2 (no hunger), SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation), SDG 7 (clean and affordable 
energy), SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth), SDG 12 (sustainable consumption and 
production), SDG 13 (climate action), SDG 14 (life below water) and SDG 15 (life on land)12, along with 
the Paris Agreement13. 
 
Cutting the emissions 

Since half of the emitted greenhouse gasses are due to the extraction and processing of 
natural resources14 a Circular Economy has a great potential for mitigating climate 
change15. It is estimated that half of the reduced emissions needed to reach the Paris 
Agreement globally, 7.5 billion tons of carbon dioxide equivalent, could be reached by 
integrating the circular practices of shared ownership of transportation vehicles, chemical 
leasing, recovery of nutrients in agriculture and changing some materials in the 
construction sector16. Best practices within waste management have been estimated to 
be able to reduce 73 million tons of carbon dioxide emissions by 2035, in Saudi Arabia 
alone17.  

 
Haltering biodiversity loss 

Biodiversity loss are disturbing ecosystems and leading to failed ecosystem services, 
resulting in the major human threats of food and water -insecurity, exacerbated climate 
change, decertification and decreased human health conditions, to mention a few. It is 
estimated that 90% of all biodiversity loss is due to our unsustainable use of natural 
resources, both extraction and processing18. Halting biodiversity loss is of utmost 
importance, and by adopting restorative circular practices we can reduce the demand for 
land driving biodiversity loss, and through regenerative practices we can start giving back 
to the land facilitating restoration. A shift to a Circular Economy within the key sectors of 
food and agriculture; forest; building and construction; and fibers and textiles, have been 
argued enough to facilitate biodiversity restoration19.  

50% 
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Reducing soil, air, and water pollution  

The pollution in water, air and soil have reached dangerous levels. Insufficient waste 
management with landfills leaking out toxins and polluting the air when burnt, and 
increased transportation and industrial activity, have now led to 10-100 times the 
recommended acceptable levels of air pollution in parts of the Arab region20. Plastic is 
one of the fastest growing waste-streams with a 20-time growth the last 50 years. Plastic 
is not just emitting greenhouse gasses when produced and burnt, it is also a considerable 
source of pollution adding 730 tons of plastic waste in the Mediterranean every day21. A 
reduction of the pollution can be achieved through design changes, phasing out single-
use plastic, recycling, extending the public transport system, and other energy efficiency 
measures.  

 
Redistributing economic responsibilities 

Globally there is enough materials and wealth to provide a good quality of life for 
everyone in the world22, but the challenge is distribution. The consumption and emission 
of greenhouse gasses are now greater between the wealthy and the poor in the same 
country than between countries. The Arab region is inhabiting the greatest inequality in 
the world, with an estimation of 15 times higher emissions for the wealthiest 10% than 
the bottom 50%23. A Circular Economy can be built on redistribution, from the economic 
responsibilities for waste management to regulating emissions. Circular practices can also 
increase access through abandoning ownership models based on accumulation and 
moving towards a sharing economy where products are viewed as shared services24. 

 
Creating employment opportunities  

Circular Economy can contribute to the creation of employment opportunities for high-
quality recycling activities and higher skilled jobs in remanufacturing across all sectors. 
For example, 1 thousand tons of waste disposal generates 0.1 jobs while the processing 
of the same waste creates 2 jobs for the recyclables and 0.5 jobs for the organics25. Saudi 
Arabia has estimated that by developing their circular waste management they could 
generate 77 thousand employment opportunities26. The potential for job opportunities in 
the Circular Economy for the Arab region’s youth, currently with an unemployment ratio 
of 30%, has also been highlighted by the World Economic Forum27.  

 
Improving human health  

Human health is affected in several ways by the extraction and manufacturing of natural 
resources, from the loss of nutrients in food to dangerous air pollution.  A Circular 
Economy is believed to reduce agricultural chemicals in both soil and water28. Since 
pollution has a disproportionate effect on developing countries, vulnerable populations, 
and people working in the informal waste sector29, circular practices have a vast 
potential to improve their health30. Air pollution in the Arab region kills 270 000 people, 
and costs 2% of GDP, each year31.  
 

Increasing revenues & creating new business opportunities  
Circular Economy is considered a lucrative economic model. Circular activities aim at 
eliminating waste and increasing the functionality of products and materials, making them 
easily reused and recycled, allowing a reduction in production cost leading to increased 
revenues32. It is described as ‘converting waste into income streams’33. The innovative 
nature of circular activities can also create new entrepreneurship, leading to competition 
among businesses, and resulting in an acceleration of technological and high-quality 
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products34. A recent estimation has valued the new global economic growth due to a Circular 
Economy, in 2030, to 4.5 trillion dollars35.  
 
Saving on resource spending 

An estimation of Europe’s gain by adopting a Circular Economy showed a reduction of 
resource spending by 32% per year, 600 billion euros, and the generation of a net 
economic gain of 1.8 trillion euros per year by 203036. A similar estimation has been 
done for the Gulf Cooperation Council states where 138 billion dollars could be saved 
until 203037. Individual states have also made estimations; a Circular Economy model in 
the United Arab Emirates could save 28 billion dollars from 2020 to 203038, and in Saudi 
Arabia they are estimating a 32 billion dollars addition to the economy by 2030 by 
transitioning to appropriate waste management39. Energy efficiency measures, reusing 
materials, and regenerative practices are saving resources and thereby decreasing costs.  

 

Transitioning to circularity: An imperative for sustainable development  
 
The global economy is today (2023) 7.2% circular40, which is a decrease in circularity compared to just 
a few years ago highlighting an increased dependency on virgin materials worldwide. The Arab states 
have for decades been working on environmental sustainability, but it is within the last few years they 
have started to acknowledge the Circular Economy. The interest for a Circular Economy is now 
growing, seen as a possibility for a sustainable use of the region’s local natural resources, facilitating 
social and economic development, and mitigating global climate change.  
 
Most Arab states have produced Nationally Determined Contributions, a few Voluntary National 
Reviews, and most have some kind of development plans, either national, environmental, industrial, 
or economic - that includes circular practices or solutions. Several Arab states have launched their 
own Circular Economy documents, containing visions, strategies, policy recommendations and 
indicators to measure progress. Below are a few examples of the most progressive documents found 
online.  

In the United Arab Emirates they have developed a ‘Circular Economy Policy 2021-2031’ with the 
prioritized sectors of sustainable manufacturing, green infrastructure, sustainable transport, and 
sustainable food production and consumption41. A ‘Circular Economy Council’ has also been formed 
in 2021 to oversee the implementation of the policy, approve performance indicators, coordinate 
national and local policies, develop sectoral plans and projects, and encourage private sector 
participation and cooperation between public and private sectors.    

Qatar published their ‘Circular Economy Policy Paper’ in 2022, its focused on the possibilities with a 
transition to a national Circular Economy, including a strategy with steps on how to transition waste 
to Circular Economy and connecting the sustainability ambitions of the country to investment 
opportunities42. 

Saudi Arabia is another Arab state with a dedicated ambition around circularity, they have chosen to 
focus on Circular Carbon Economy and have produced a ‘Circular Carbon Economy National Program’ 
in hope to reduce the emissions by efficiency measures, storage and capture of carbon dioxide and 
other energy focused measures43. 

Jordan have developed a ‘Climate and Resource Protection through Circular Economy in Jordan 2017-
2021’ document, where they set out the necessary conditions to implement a Circular Economy in the 

32%
reduction 
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resource 
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Greater Amman Municipality44. The focus is on improving waste management and 3 pilot projects are 
already being carried out. 

A regional cooperation started in 2016 for the implementation of a Circular Economy in Africa, called 
‘The African Circular Economy Network’45. The Arab states of Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, and Somalia 
have joined the network with the goal of building a restorative African economy through knowledge 
sharing, research, networking, training, and awareness raising.    

SwitchMed, founded by the European Union, are helping states in the Mediterranean create 
roadmaps for a transformation to a Circular Economy or a transition to circularity in selected sectors. 
So far, they are guiding 7 Arab states, including Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Palestine, Jordan 
and Lebanon46.     
 

In focus: Waste management  
 
Waste and waste management is a growing problem in all Arab states. It’s a limited part of a Circular 
Economy since its handling already created waste which in a circular system should be designed to 
not be created. But the waste sector is in an urgent state and to start the transformation by proper 
waste management can have great impact and facilitate other systems circularity. The agenda to 
improve waste management has been developed by all Arab states, but there is still much to do as the 
sector is estimated to still transfer 90-95% of all municipal waste to landfills47. 
 
Both the created waste per person and the total created waste is expected to increase in the next few 
years due to increased resource use per person and population growth. In the graph to the right the 
population growth and municipal waste increase since 1990, and the predictions to 2050, are outlined 
for the Arab region.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Waste is generally in the region viewed as a problem and not as a resource, losing the enormous 
potential within circular activities. For example, incinerating municipal solid waste would emit less 
than half of the carbon dioxide emissions compared to the current storage in landfills (840 kg to 415 
kg/ton). But proper waste management is not just great for the environment and climate, but 
countries that have shifted their mindset to take care of their used resources have created 

Graph showing population growth and municipality solid waste in the Arab region 
since 1990. Source: Copied from Thabit, Q., Abdallah, N., & Nelles, M. (2022).  
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multibillion-dollar economies. For example, Germany’s waste management sector has an annual 
turnover of 70 billion Euros.48 

Depending on the type of waste different circular activities can be applied. In the diagram to the right 
the average waste fractions of 15 Arab states are calculated, noting that this is not the waste fractions 
in the region, but the average per state combined. Different states are producing different waste, 
where the GCC states produce less organic waste and the highest amount of waste per person49.  

To target optimal waste reduction, several sectors need to start rethinking ownership and product 
design to reach a paradigm shift of a sharing economy with products that can be disassembled and 
regenerated. This will lead to less waste and waste that can be recycled. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Several of the Arab states have very ambitious recycling plans, such as Morocco, Jordan, Lebanon, and 
Iraq. But currently most of the recycling in the region is carried out by the informal sector and new 
infrastructure that are implemented are suffering from a lack of public awareness, cost benefits and 
insufficient governance structures. Recycling and incineration plants have been set in use, mainly in 
the GCC states, which inhabit the region’s largest recycling plant in Saudi Arabia and an incineration 
plant in the United Arab Emirates.  

Average of waste fractions 2019 in Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Algeria, 
Tunisia, Lebanon, Syria, Libya, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, Oman, 

United Arab Emirates, Bahrain & Yemen. Source: Adapted from Thabit, 
Q., Abdallah, N., & Nelles, M. (2022).  
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Flagship projects in the Arab region  

Egypt: A public-private partnership is battling air pollution through public transport 
Egypt has put up ambitious plans to lower their air pollution by 50% by 2050 and has several projects ongoing and proposed 
for the near future to reach this goal. With a focus on public transport two projects have been carried out and one is expected 
to be carried out. The Cairo Metro system with the goal of ‘low carbon mass transit’ has been expanded, and now has 3 lines 
and is expected to serve 2 million people within the near future. The model is based on public-private partnerships, and a 
private company has introduced 200 buses in a high-quality bus service, targeting car drivers to shift to a more sustainable 
mobility option. Further efficiency measures in the public transport system is under planning, including both a transition to 
natural gas fuel in public buses, and encouraging the public to bike with new infrastructure development (1). 
Public transportation is an important circular practices in cities with multiple positive outcomes. A strong public transport 
system is a part of a shared economy, where people can buy a service when it's needed instead of a product (a private vehicle). 
This leads to a decrease of natural resources used in production since fewer vehicles are needed, but also a decrease of used 
natural resources when used since it's a shared service using less fuel per person. Egypt has succeeded in attracting private 
investments by showing the profitability of investments and facilitating public-private partnerships.  
 
(1) Government of Egypt. (2022). Egypt’s first updated nationally determined contribution. 

Morocco: Innovative solutions in agriculture are strengthening local farmers’ resilience 
In a collaboration between the company Biodôme du Maroc and the European Union funded Switchmed Program a new 
solution for farmers in Morocco was developed to help them include circular practices to decrease their emissions and increase 
their profits and resilience. The solution is based on a small-scale local tank which produces biogas and fertilizer through the 
methane production from organic waste, animal waste and wastewater. Instead of leaving the waste in piles, untreated on the 
farms, leaking greenhouse gasses, it is used to recover energy and nutrients. The biogas produced is used to supplement the 
previous use of oil to run irrigation systems and other energy demanding systems on the farm, and the local organic fertilizer 
produced are used instead of bought fertilizers on the farm. The project has also facilitated the possibility of diversifying 
farmer’s income, since the farmers can sell the excess organic fertilizers produced and created new employment opportunities 
as the solution is meant to be self-sustained by local farmers. The solution is currently being prepared for expanding on a 
national level and to educate all relevant stakeholders to form public-private partnership for sustainable circular solutions. (1)  
 
 (1) SwitchMed. (2018). SwitchMed Magazine: Morocco. 

Saudi Arabia: Increased recycling rates through strong governance and best practices 
Saudi Arabia has acknowledged the unsustainability of their waste managment situation, reaching a yearly environmental 
degradation cost of 1.3 billion dollars (1). The National Center for Waste Management have set the ambitious 2030 goal of 
diverting 82% of its waste from landfills mainly through recycling, composting and incineration, and to reach a 100% handling 
of new waste through recycling, fuel, and energy production (2). The expected outcomes by 2035 are 73 million tons of 
reduced carbon dioxide emissions, 346 million BTU produced, 120 billion SAR added to the economy, and 77 thousand 
employment opportunities created (3). To transform their waste management into circular flows, Saudi have created a shared 
vision reaching several governance levels and including both private companies and several ministries, and put it as a national 
top priority. A strong framework document is amplified with a new waste management law. 

Results in the state have already been recorded in the Jubail and Yanbu districts. They have managed to improve their 
industrial waste handling considerably, with smart waste containers, practical waste management plans, waste valorization 
plants, public-private partnerships and new private investors. Recycled industrial waste in Jubail and Yanbu grew by 23% in 
2020 and has now reached more than 60% of the collected waste (4). 

 
(1) ITA. (2022). Waste Management. Retrieved 2022-02-22 from https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/saudi-arabia-waste-
management 
(2) ITA. (2020). Saudi Arabia and Environmental Technologies.  
(3) MWAN. (n.d.). Circular Economy Adoption. Retrieved 2022-02-22 from https://mwan.gov.sa/en/Circular-Economy-Adoption 
(4) General Authority for Statistics (2021). Environment Statistics Publication 2021. 

https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/saudi-arabia-waste-management
https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/saudi-arabia-waste-management
https://mwan.gov.sa/en/Circular-Economy-Adoption
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Challenges and enablers of a circular transformation in the Arab region 
 
The Arab states have different challenges, capabilities and economic revenues and the transformation 
should therefore not be mapped out the same; each state needs their own plan to succeed. A roadmap 
can be built through mapping the current situation, identifying key stakeholders and enablers, 
strategically choosing transitioning sectors, and finally planning the actions that will lead to a 
transformation. The actions suggested need to be developed by a large group of stakeholders from 
different sectors and parts of the society, and both driven and owned nationally, for an inclusive and 
efficient transformation. A successful roadmap can create a shared mindset engaging stakeholders 
with ownership on a clear path from strategy to action50. In the Arab region there are many challenges 
limiting the possible progress towards a Circular Economy, but by acknowledging the challenges and 
starting the process of introducing enablers, circularity can grow. Six enablers are suggested below to 
go from blockages to the creation of an enabling environment ready for change.  
 

1. Creating a shared vision enabling efficient governance structures   
 
A recent study about the solid waste management in the Arab region highlighted inefficient 
governance as the main issue, including political factors, decentralization, and multi-level 
management and responsibilities. This can only be solved through adopting a shared vision and 
developing cooperation between international companies, local private companies, and 
municipalities51. 

Creating a shared vision of what sustainable development in the Arab region can look like is essential 
since the Circular Economy is dependent on a system with strong cooperation, where resources are 
exchanged and with a high interdependence among actors52. Without a shared vision, the necessary 
trade that will enable local, regional, and global circular practices won't be possible53. A shared vision 
can be created by a mainstreaming of the Circular Economy. Circular Economy is both unlikely to be 
implemented and inefficient if it’s a policy ‘sidetrack’ and not in the core of development. The bridge 
between assessments and decision making processes can also be decreased through a mainstreaming 
of the Circular Economy, putting it in the center of development strategies in all sectors. Linkages and 
synergies between new and old projects are also in need of being highlighted, to make the 
transformation unified and efficient. A shared vision can enable efficient governance where 
coordination between different ministries, sectors, public and private actors, and between states, 
leading to less overlapping of work, facilitation of necessary flows of resources, and a streamlining of 
cost efficient implementation efforts. The creation of a roadmap can be used to map out stakeholders 
and which coordination effort that are needed to make actors cooperate, carry ownership, and 
mainstream the transformation to commence public agency.   

 
2. Regulations encouraging circular enterprises and activities  

 
The transformation to a Circular Economy needs new business models working with obtaining as 
efficient systems as possible, with new design ideas, regenerative flows of materials, and increased 
life of products54. Business models that turn away from ‘business as usual’ where social and 
environmental costs often are externalized, are have a hard time becoming economically viable in a 
system where there are few regulations, economically cheap natural resources, consumers with 
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limited knowledge and a lack of cooperation facilitating sustainable material flows. Without 
appropriate regulations and laws there is low capacity to encourage new circular enterprises, regulate 
the use of natural resources and limit the current emissions in sectors. The possibility for governance 
to follow up and act when needed is also based on framework conditions where circularity or 
sustainability are measured and enforced. To make circular enterprises sprout into wide spread 
meaningful change makers three suggested regulations, which all have potential to encourage circular 
enterprises and activities, are described below.  
 
Circular Procurement Practices (CPP) that promotes circularity and ensures the highest positive 
environmental quality, social equity, and economic prosperity, is a well-argued policy instrument for 
encouraging sustainable, circular, development. Where public spending is allocated has a huge impact 
on sustainability efforts by itself, but it can also help establish circular products, materials, or services 
on the market which after establishment can have a fairer chance to compete for the private sector. 
The first steps to implement CPP are to create clear guidelines of responsibilities, strategies for 
appropriate integration and measuring indicators for validating chosen procurements.  

A few Arab states have started to draft up plans of sustainable or circular procurement practices. 
Egypt’s Ministry of Environment, together with SwitchMED, have recommended procurement 
practices in their ‘National Action Plan for Sustainable Consumption and Production’ (2016)55. 
Lebanon’s Ministry of Environment and Ministry of Industry drafted in 2015 their ‘Sustainable 
Consumption and Production Action Plan for the Industrial Sector’, where CPP are discussed as an 
action towards their vision of a Circular Economy. Further development is limited to the GCC states, 
where Qatar56 and the United Arab Emirates57 plan to introduce CPP.   
 
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes encourage improved resource use through 
extending the responsibility of the product to the producer to include the stage after it is used by the 
consumer. The benefits recorded when introducing EPR are immense, including increased material 
recovery, limited dumping of hazardous waste and a higher degree of waste collection. There is also 
evidence that the schemes can reduce the public money spent on waste management and transfer 
costs to the private producers. The most common measure for implementation is through tack-back 
instruments for electronic, package and battery products.58 The EPR can also encourage new business 
models where reuse are in focus, such as return systems and redistribution of used products.    

EPR schemes in the Arab region are almost non existing, and in the few states where it is adopted it 
only covers a couple of selected waste categories. Tunisia was the first state in the region which in 
1996 regulated the responsibility of waste and pollution to the producer in the law. Unfortunately, 
these laws are not applied in Tunisia, and municipalities are still paying for the solid waste 
management59.  
 
Circular certifications can help to encourage both producers to limit their use of natural resources and 
consumers to make more environmental sustainable choices. There are few mentions of these kinds 
of supportive regulations for circular enterprises today in the Arab region. But one welcomed new 
certification scheme is the ‘Green Industries’ environmental label launched in 2022 by the Emirate of 
Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates. The label aims to encourage competition of innovative 
pollution controls and the implementation of best practices in the industrial sector.60   
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3. Awareness raising 
 
In a European Union study about the main barriers to a Circular Economy, technology or finance was 
not in the top; the top barrier was within the cultural realm -lacking consumer interest and 
awareness61. Another study about the attitudes towards Circular Economy in Saudi Arabia highlighted 
limited awareness and understanding of the concept of Circular Economy, and linked it to a negative 
correlation with age and a positive correlation with educational level62.  

Sustainable resource use does not mean the same thing for everyone, for many within the Arab region 
it means consuming and producing differently, and not necessarily less. A basic understanding of the 
connection between products contribution to environmental degradation or social unjust systems 
should be highlighted. To encourage sustainable consumption patterns consumption that has a high 
utility, meaning a low resource intensity but still fulfills the desired lifestyle, should be promoted. For 
example, a lifestyle with a high mobility, but where that desired mobility is fulfilled with public 
transport63. Bridging the knowledge gap between different populations through targeted awareness 
raising, such as campaigns and marketing can be applied. People need to feel empowered, considering 
their actions as meaningful parts of a bigger system. For this, strategies for awareness raising can be 
created together with introducing financial and other ‘nudges’ in society that can spark an interest for 
circular solutions. 
 
4. Capacity building 
 
The capacity needed in the Arab region to transform to a Circular Economy, consists of both technical 
and human capacities, often in combination. Increased efficiency and other technological advances 
are an important part for achieving relative decoupling, where the material intensity is reduced or the 
process emits less harmful emissions, but the products purposes remains the same. To build recycling 
facilities, extended sustainable public transport networks, renewable energy systems and other 
technically advanced infrastructure, some parts of the region need technical assistance and training 
programs to develop the necessary national capacity. New technical solutions can both increase the 
ease of circularity and make some systems able to find circular solutions, such as the Circular Carbon 
Economy projects. 

Generally, the need for new technology is not necessary for starting the transition and the focus 
should be on the lack of human capacities. The knowledge on how to create eco-designs, build 
sustainable cities and how to maintain circular infrastructure can be transferred from leading national 
or international stakeholders. Policies that can be implemented to build capacity, are the inclusion of 
sustainability and circular solutions within curriculums at all educational institutions and public 
trainings, and public campaigns targeting a shift in specific unsustainable practices to transform them 
to circular. Workshops, forums, and conferences are also needed, facilitating a space where the latest 
knowledge and best practices can be shared between all stakeholders64. For the Arab region it is not 
possible to define who or which segment that is the key player for capacity building accelerating the 
transformation. An assessment of the capacity missing for national or sector specific plans should be 
carried out and will give varying results through the region.   

The need for capacity building in the region is acknowledged, and several states have introduced 
efforts to start the process. Lebanon has introduced the project ‘Energy and Waste Solutions – 
Promoting Waste Management Practices and the 3R by Utilizing New Technologies and Circular 
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Economy Approach (2020-2024)’65. It’s a collaboration between Lebanese ministries with the vision of 
strengthening the capacity to move towards a Circular Economy. Capacity will be increased by 
educating government officials in waste management, and by an internet platform for Circular 
Economy. 

Other capacity building programs in the region are carried out by MedWaves and the UNEP 
Mediterranean Action Plan. Their programs span across countries in the Mediterranean region and 
their ‘Switchers’ program have so far targeted capacity building needs in the Arab states of Palestine, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, and Algeria66.   
  
5. Enhanced financing 
 
Financing sustainable development in the Arab region is discussed as one of the major barriers to a 
Circular Economy. In the region it has been stated that there is a limited fiscal space leading to the 
insufficient ability to fund for example climate action67. This may limit the progress of a Circular 
Economy, since a big shift like these need investments to kick-off. But resources towards mitigation 
and adaptation can be used for the scaling up of the Circular Economy, because circular solutions can 
both reduce emissions and increase resilience. The funding problems for a Circular Economy is not just 
due to limited fiscal space, but the lack off and inefficiency of received funding are also based on a 
failure in marketing circular solutions as profitable and the short-term focus of implemented projects. 
International funding is needed in the region, but it needs to be nationally owned, built up to sustain 
and increasingly directed towards capacity building68. National private financial inputs can also be 
developed by improving the bridging between the finance institutions and specific Circular Economy 
plans, clarifying investment areas and economic returns69. 

Public monetary flows are insufficient in many parts of the region which can be improved with circular 
regulations directing costs to the private sector (through EPR for example), and policies stimulating 
public-private partnerships. Research strengthening the incentives and reducing the knowledge gaps 
on efficient implementation should be prioritized to guide and mobilize financial flows and 
investments towards activities with high impacts on the sustainable use of natural resources. Public 
finance needs to take a big role in the transformation, with both unlocking necessary circular practices 
that may not give instant high monetary returns, invest in capacity building of human resources to 
make it inclusive, and invest in or facilitate for blended finance of infrastructure projects70.   
 
6. Monitoring progress  
 

A transition from one way of arranging an economy to another, as in the case of a Circular Economy, 
will be benefitted if measured and tracked71. To be able to measure progress a concrete goal has to 
be set, followed by designed standardized indicators to capture the goal, and finally a monitoring 
system that produce, collect and present current data progress. Without tracking the progress, it will 
be hard to know if interventions, such as the enabling conditions mentioned in this chapter, has any 
or the desired effect. Currently there are gaps in the research about a Circular Economy, specifically 
in the field of how the development paradigm should be implemented closing the inequalities 
between people, instead of continuing the trend of increasing wealth inequality in the Arab region72. 
More research is needed, but the available research has to also be transferred from a small segments 
of the population to the wider public, and transitioned from science to measurable goals. The 
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developed monitoring system should facilitate regional comparison, consistency and comparability. If 
countries or businesses can be selective in what they measure, the holistic importance in circularity 
may be lost and the results can be misleading.  

The Arab Monetary Fund have created a ‘Transformation Measurement Index’ as a way for Arab states 
to measuring their economic progress of transitioning to a Circular Economy73. It can be used as a 
starting point for thinking through how to measure circularity on a country or regional level and the 
index are suggesting indicators within economic and business; environmental; governance; 
infrastructure; and social levels. The lack of data is now the main hinder to access a picture of how 
circular states or the region are. To measure the transformation to a Circular Economy, things that 
normally wouldn’t be measured and new systems and aspects of a society will have to be monitored.  
Appropriate monitoring systems should be set up, for instance based on the recommended indicators 
in the Arab Monetary Fund’s index.  
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