
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Unless the circular economy is 
implemented on a global scale, 
a country or a city committed to 
becoming completely circular 
will likely face challenges when 
partaking in the global market.” 
-Vesna LAVTIZAR
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Circular economy in a global market perspective

The transition towards the circular economy (CE) brings 
changes to the markets, both locally and globally. When 
implementing CE, consumption decreases, higher quality 
products are designed to be long-lasting, easy-to-repair, 
refurbished and recycled; where applicable, products are 
offered to the market as a service rather than an item to be 
owned. 

In our globalized and capitalist world, CE faces many chal-
lenges. Today, price is often the most important factor for 
the customer to choose product A over product B. However, 
low-priced products are usually not designed with their 
environmental impact in mind. As such, they are difficult 
to repair, refurbish or recycle. To tackle the significant en-
vironmental impact (i.e. GHG emissions) created from the 
imports of products imported from some countries, Europe 
encourages the adoption of the “Farm to fork” strategy. In 
Slovenia, this practice is gaining momentum. However, it is 

still practiced at a small scale. Local farmers have difficul-
ties competing with low prices set by bigger international 
farmers, who use conventional and environmentally un-
friendly farming practices.

Unless the circular economy is implemented on a global 
scale, a country or a city committed to becoming complete-
ly circular will likely face challenges when partaking in the 
global market. The global market should have to accept 
policies which will, for example, allow the import of materi-
als, resources and products that comply with CE practices. 
With design for the environment (DfE) products, regions 
and countries will ultimately achieve a higher material 
self-efficiency as the recycling of materials increase within 
their borders. 

However, such recycled materials can also be traded 
among countries, which create changes in the global trade 
flows. There will be incentives to increase the use of sec-
ondary materials over virgin materials. With the increasing 
demand for secondary materials, trading with virgin mate-
rials would be expected to decrease, which can in turn sub-
stantially affect countries or regions that currently depend 
on the export of these virgin materials.  

Circular economy may further promote recycling within 
regional or national borders. However, where recycling 
technologies are not available, waste can be traded and 
recycled elsewhere. In some cases, waste is sent to third 
countries for recycling, where there may be a relatively 



lower environmental standard. For example, the program 
to export plastic scrap to China intended for recycling ran 
until 2018, despite China ranking second in the world for 
mismanaged plastic waste.1 Instead, recyclable waste 
could be sent to countries with staffed facilities that employ 
high-quality recycling and uphold acceptable environmental 
standards. 

Material flows can be more easily monitored and the exter-
nal impact, connected to resource exploitation and utiliza-
tion, can be more easily identified on a local and regional 
level. Pandemics, changes in countries’ political decisions 
and regimes as well as natural disasters and accidents 
highlight our dependency on global markets and vulnera-
bility when international trade flows are interrupted.  Par-
ticularly the COVID-19 pandemic has made us realize the 
importance of becoming more self-sufficient and resilient. 
Biological cycles can be readily practiced on a local level. In 
Slovenia, for example, municipal biowaste is collected sep-
arately. Around 48% of households in Slovenia have their 
own composts.2 If waste is not composted at home, organic 
waste is anaerobically treated in biogas plants to produce 
biogas that to generate electricity, composted (compost 
sequesters carbon) or biologically stabilized.3

The city of Maribor with its recent project Urban Soil for 
Food went a step further. They aimed to increase the city’s 
food self-efficiency, promote circular economy, reduce 
carbon footprint and re-connected citizens with nature. 

Unused land was transformed into gardens and were freely 
available to 66 households in the city to produce their own 
crops. Vertical planting spaces were also established in 
compact settlements to enable urban farming. Citizens 
were given training on gardening, ecological food produc-
tion, composting and similar topics. Part of the project 
included the construction of a device for processing biode-
gradable waste, where heat and biogas are generated as 
well as chemical analysis of the compost to determine its 
safety for use in gardening. A web portal was further estab-
lished to connect local farmers and producers with local 
customers. 

One of the known and comprehensive concepts which aims 
to build self-reliant and decentralized societies based on 
regional circulation is the Japanese “Regional circulating 
and ecological spheres” (R-CES) concept.4 Locally available 
resources are utilized in a sustainable manner, circulated 
locally and exchanged with neighboring regions according 
to the region’s unique features. However, the essential fac-
tor for success is the strong support from the community. 

We are left with these important questions. How can a city, 
region or country achieve complete circularity when mate-
rial supply chains and waste flows are global and business-
es operate internationally? How will a shift to utilization of 
secondary materials instead of virgin materials affect the 
global market and countries that economically depend on 
the export of virgin materials? Can we really become circu-
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lar in the global market, where each nation has a different 
pace of transition towards circularity? Is regional circular-
ity the solution to achieving a global circular economy and 
what will be in the global impact? Can regional circularity 
coexist with the global market, international trading agree-
ments and the desire of customers for product diversity? 

These questions make us realize the power of the circular 
economy to bring changes in our society and everyday lives. 
This is why the transition has to be well thought out, all-in-
clusive and just. 
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