
“How can a city, region or a country 
achieve complete circularity when 
the material supply chains and 
waste flows are global and when 
businesses operate internationally?” 
–Bezawit ESHETU
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On the circular economy transition in Africa

Martin KOCHHAN (MK): Why have you chosen to focus on 
circular economy advocacy?

Bezawit ESHETU (BE): There is a simple answer - we can 
no longer afford to continue extracting our finite natural 
capital and neither can the planetary boundaries assim-
ilate the waste generated from manufacturing process 
and consumption patterns of humans. The ever-increasing 
Green House Gas (GHG) emissions being in the forefront. 
On a more human level, our markets are now driven by 
emerging consumer behavioral changes. There is increas-
ingly more demand for sustainable products and services 
by consumers. The economic feasibility of global markets 
is based not only on higher profit margins and market sys-
tems with strong, interlinked global value chains, but also 
on environmental sustainability and their capacity to ad-
dress social factors like creating dignified employment op-
portunities. The concept of circular economy is one school 

of thought providing an alternative development approach 
which can accommodate the four pillars of sustainability 
- environmental conservation, economic viability, social eq-
uity and cultural vitality - in a comprehensive and systemic 
way. Hence, there is the need for advocating the concept 
across stakeholders. 

MK: Where does circular economy transition stand in Afri-
ca?

BE: At this juncture, it is important to observe mega trends 
influencing the production and consumption patterns in 
Africa: increasing population, increasing middle class with 
better purchasing power and market niche, rapid urban-
ization, rapid industrialization, improving Infrastructure 
and financial systems, rapidly increasing penetration and 
coverage of digital technology, amongst others. These driv-
ers are shaping the continent’s path from predominantly an 
agrarian-led economy to an industry-led economy, from a 
predominantly consumer-based society to a manufactur-
ing society. This is manifested in the flourishing industry 
parks and zones, enhanced technology transfers as well 
innovations, and inclusion in the global value chains and 
markets. On the one hand, Africa has full knowledge of the 
adverse impacts and costs incurred due to industrialization 
in developed nations. Ironically, it is also directly affected 
by the negative impacts like climate change resulting from 
the cost of inaction! On one hand, Africa took this historic 
opportunity to learn from the mistakes of developed na-
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tions. It learned to better adapt and mitigate the impacts of 
climate change emanating from the existing GHG emissions 
and, most importantly, is exploring partnerships and col-
laborations to design and develop sustainable models (e.g. 
green economy and circular economy). For the transition 
to be inclusive, fair and equitable, Africa needs to build its 
technical and innovative capacity as well as its institutional 
and legislative frameworks through such strategic partner-
ships.

MK: The transition to a circular economy takes place at dif-
ferent paces. In your opinion, which countries are the pio-
neers in the African continent and what can other countries 
learn from them?

BE: Beyond creating awareness and advocacy, systemic 
transitions require strong political will and commitment 
from policy designers and decision makers. Developing a 
clear and tangible road map that sets the tone in addition to 
identifying enablers and barriers to capture opportunities 
is key milestone to instigate policy dialogues and related 
documents. The case for Circular Economy is no different. 
Countries like Senegal and Morocco have already devel-
oped roadmaps; others like Ghana and Ivory Coast have 
them in in the pipeline. Countries like Gambia and Botswa-
na revised their respective commitments to reduce their 
national GHG emissions and adapt their plans to counter 
the impacts of climate change by incorporating circular 
economy mitigation strategies. Organizations like African 

Circular Economy Network (ACEN), a pan African non-profit 
organization, created a platform to convene more than 40 
countries to guide the private sector’s discourse on the 
transition to circularity. A ministerial-level regional forum, 
the African Circular Economy Alliance, was launched in 
2017 by Rwanda, South Africa and Nigeria. In November 
2019, the Durban Declaration for environmental sustain-
ability made by African ministers for the environment fur-
ther marked the first pan-African policy announcement that 
included circular economy ambitions for the continent. On 
a more practical level, even though many circularity princi-
ples are deeply embedded in African traditional production 
and consumption practices, there has been little mention 
of case studies from Africa, until recently. Footprints Africa 
together with ACEN complied existing initiatives and best 
practices across the continent. The report is instrumen-
tal to identify which sectors have potential to amplify the 
transition, the barriers, possible areas of partnerships and, 
most importantly, inspire innovators and entrepreneurs to 
adopt circular business models. In this regard, countries 
like South Africa, Nigeria, Kenya, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Egypt, 
Ghana and Uganda are setting up start-up incubators and 
business accelerators focusing on Circular Agribusiness 
and Waste Management. In my view, the following are nec-
essary for the actual value of circular economy to flourish: 
innovative solutions to manage waste rather than end of life 
products; principles to keep waste and pollution out of the 
system; designs to keep products and materials longer in 
use: and regenerative natural ecosystems. 
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MK: How can multilateral and international development 
cooperation support circular economy uptake in Africa?

BE: Adopting circular economy practices will require a 
global, systems-level approach comprising a range of ac-
tors spanning the public and private sectors, involved from 
the design stage until implementation at scale. Develop-
ment partners can play pivotal role, like so: 
• Use their convening potential and forging partnerships for 
knowledge transfer, networking and resource mobilization 
amongst stakeholders, including Member States, the pri-
vate sector and the civil society. Beyond the exchange and 
dissemination of knowledge and information, facilitating 
partnerships by organizing regional forums, summits, con-
ferences, technical working groups and expert meetings, 
they can create a solid platform for developing and articu-
lating common positions and action plans.  
• Conduct trend analyses, research and provide policy advi-
sory services for Members States, which can be translated 
into context appropriate circular economy strategies and 
policies for developing countries and economies in transi-
tion. Flagship publications for different UN organizations 
are aspiring examples (e.g. global outlook reports on envi-
ronment, waste and industrialization; Global Material Flows 
Database). 
• Develop and implement cross-cutting programs and 
initiatives which incorporate circularity and sustainability 
principles in different thematic sectors.

MK: A circular economy might challenge some business 
models. How do you convince African business leaders that 
a shift to a circular world is, in the long run, beneficial for 
everyone?

BE: For Africa, being the youngest continent with an in-
creasing unemployment rate, the selling factor for embrac-
ing circular economy is its capacity to absorb the young 
graduates, It is not only about creating employment oppor-
tunities but also engaging them to be creative and innova-
tive. At the same time, they should be able to monetize their 
ideas and aspire to generate wealth. 

Enhancing productivity and competitiveness of the man-
ufacturing sector in the global market requires fulfilling 
international sustainability standards, measures, certifica-
tion and ecolabeling. These investments are compensated 
and rewarded with corresponding premium price incentives 
and profits. The added value of mainstreaming circular 
concepts, principles and approaches in the manufacturing 
sector can be reflected through economic advantages.

Ensuring food security for their nation is a primary concern 
of many sub-Saharan African countries. With circular econ-
omy, we can build food systems that prevent food waste 
and redistribute surplus edible food to people who need it. 
Inedible food by-products and human waste become inputs 
for new products.
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