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What can we learn about the Circular Economy
from Cities?

Mugur Schuppler and Julian Kirchherr

Summary: This article explores the role of cities in advancing the
circular economy (CE), drawing on insights from experts in five
mid-sized European cities. While cities contribute significantly to
global pollution, they also have the resources and influence to
drive impactful CE initiatives. Key lessons include the importance
of strong political and societal support, piloting circular practices
internally, and integrating circular principles into urban planning.
Collaboration with local businesses and research institutes, as well
as adapting successful strategies from other cities, can further facil-
itate effective implementation. These insights offer actionable guid-
ance for cities, policymakers, and other stakeholders seeking to
refine and strengthen their CE efforts.
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transition, sustainable development, circular learnings

Was konnen wir von Stadten iiber die Kreislaufwirtschaft lernen?

Zusammenfassung: Dieser Artikel untersucht die Rolle von Stidten
bei der Forderung der Kreislaufwirtschaft (CE) und stiitzt sich dabei
auf Erkenntnisse von Expertinnen und Experten aus fiinf mittelgro-
Sen europiischen Stadten. Wihrend Stadte erheblich zur globalen Umweltverschmutzung
beitragen, verfiigen sie gleichzeitig iiber die Ressourcen und den Einfluss, um wirkungsvol-
le CE-Initiativen voranzutreiben. Zu den wichtigsten Erkenntnissen zihlen die Bedeutung
starker politischer und gesellschaftlicher Unterstiitzung, das interne Pilotieren zirkuldrer
Praktiken sowie die Integration kreislaufwirtschaftlicher Prinzipien in die Stadtplanung.
Die Zusammenarbeit mit lokalen Unternehmen und Forschungseinrichtungen sowie die
Anpassung erfolgreicher Strategien aus anderen Stidten kann die Umsetzung zusitzlich
erleichtern. Diese Erkenntnisse bieten praxisnahe Learnings fur Stadte, politische Entschei-
dungstriger und weitere Akteure, die ihre CE-MafSnahmen weiterentwickeln und stiarken
mochten.

Stichworter: Kreislaufwirtschaft, Kreislaufstadt, urbane Zirkularitat, zirkulire Transfor-
mation, nachhaltige Entwicklung, zirkulare Erkenntnisse
Cities and the circular economy

With more people moving to cities every year, urban areas have become significant con-
tributors to global pollution. Cities are responsible for roughly 70 % of global greenhouse
gas emissions, account for nearly two-thirds of global energy consumption, and generate
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approximately half of the world’s solid waste — projections indicate that by 2050, the
global volume of municipal solid waste could double (OECD, 2025). At the same time,
cities bring together a unique blend of resources, capital, talent, and data within compact
geographic boundaries (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019). This makes them powerful
drivers of the transition to a circular economy (CE) (Kisser & Wirth, 2021; Lakatos et
al., 2021). While the concept of the CE has gained increasing attention in recent years,
its practical application at the macro or city level remains underexplored in academic
literature.

In practice, however, an increasing number of cities are embarking on CE measures,
supported by the development of dedicated circular strategies. For instance, the European
Circular Cities Declaration (2020) has been signed by 86 cities across 22 countries; 142
cities and regions are participating in the Circular Cities and Regions Initiative (European
Commission, 2022); 97 cities representing 22 % of the global economy participate in
the C40 network with the aim to reduce carbon emissions (www.c40.org). Additionally,
academic research has started to explore CE practices in a growing, yet still limited,
number of cities (e.g., Petit-Boix & Leipold, 2018; Wang et al., 2018).

According to (Paiho et al., 2020), a circular city (CC) should give priority to measures
like conserving resources, enhancing efficiency, promoting shared use, shifting to service-
based models, and embracing digital alternatives. These foundational strategies should
be pursued first. Only after their potential has been maximized should cities turn to
techniques for closing, slowing, or narrowing material and energy flows. Any remaining
demand should ideally be met through renewable resources sourced locally (Paiho et
al., 2020). The typical CC has been found to focus on environmental, systemic, and
cross-sectoral objectives, with implementation spanning sectors such as the built environ-
ment, energy, mobility, waste, water, industrial production, agri-food, and citizens and
communities (Gravagnuolo et al., 2019). In addition to environmental gains, economic
and social benefits may also emerge from the implementation of circularity in cities — for
example, the CE could generate up to 2.5 million new jobs in the EU in sectors such as
recycling, repair, and reuse (OECD, 2025).

We think that the CC of the future can and should encompass not only efficient
material and energy flows but also the regeneration of natural systems and enhanced
climate resilience. This can include the integration of green-blue spaces, such as parks,
wetlands, and urban forests, which provide critical ecosystem services and improve urban
biodiversity. Tree canopies, for instance, can reduce urban heat island effects, improve
air quality, and enhance the overall well-being of residents (Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
2024). Additionally, CCs can prioritize the restoration of natural water cycles through
sustainable urban drainage systems and the creation of permeable surfaces that reduce
flooding risks. By incorporating these elements, cities can build resilience against climate
change impacts, such as extreme weather events and rising temperatures (Ellen MacArthur
Foundation, 2024).

It is important to note that the Global South is currently massively underrepresented
in CC academic literature. We acknowledge this gap and recognize that, systemically,
significant progress in resource-efficient development must occur in the next 50 years
to achieve sustainable advancements in these regions. Furthermore, we do not believe
that learnings from the Global North (e.g., Europe, North America) are necessarily direct-
ly replicable to Global South realities. Economic growth is vital for the Global South,
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making it essential to identify circular strategies that support rather than undermine this
growth. For example, tailored circular business models that align with the economic and
social contexts of the Global South could be developed to make the concept of a CE more
attractive and feasible in these regions.

To better understand the factors currently driving circularity in European urban con-
texts — a region where we have seen a relatively large number of CCs emerging in recent
years — we conducted interviews with experts from selected European cities actively imple-
menting circular strategies, all of which have been developed within the past five years.
The five main identified learnings are presented in the following paragraphs.

Learnings from circular cities

Generate political and societal support: We found that having strong political and societal
support is essential for making CE strategies work. For instance, in Leuven (City of
Leuven, 2020), a city of ~100,000 in Belgium, the inclusion of the Green political party
in the city coalition in 2019 provided a political basis to push for more ambitious CE
measures. Additionally, grassroots movements and local NGOs played a significant role
in advocating for circular practices — Leuven saw a grassroots push from local NGOs
working on repairability and sustainability projects, which were already connected with
the city's universities. Engaging with the community and building broad-based support
for these projects was essential to ensure their progress. This involved organizing public
workshops, bringing educational campaigns to life, and involving citizens in decision-mak-
ing processes. A city that advocates for policies promoting circularity, facilitates public
consultations, and fosters a culture of sustainability within organizations and communities
can thus help drive the implementation of CE practices.

Pilot circular practices internally: Another key learning that emerged is the value of
piloting circular solutions internally. In Gothenburg (City of Gothenburg, 2021), a city of
~600,000 in western Sweden, municipal departments were engaged in a process to test
circular practices within their own operations, starting with furniture as a pilot product
category. Six departments explored their own routines, organizational structures, knowl-
edge levels, and potential roles needed to implement circular practices. This approach
allowed each department to consider how circular practices could be integrated into their
workflows, set local targets linked to broader city-wide objectives, and identify where sup-
port was needed. Piloting circular solutions internally helped uncover practical challenges
and opportunities, enabling the city to refine processes before scaling up to additional
product categories. This approach can further help build momentum for broader circular
organizational change, set a positive example by positioning the city as a circular role
model, and thereby encourage citizens to adopt circular practices themselves.

Leverage urban planning: We further found that integrating circular principles into
urban planning could have strong potential to facilitate the implementation of CE in cities.
In Espoo (City of Espoo, 2021), a city of ~300,000 residents in southern Finland, the
municipality has embedded CE thinking into planning practices, designating dedicated
CE development areas, notably Kera and Kiviruukki. There, the city is piloting initiatives
such as biogas production, food production aligned with CE principles, increased use of
recycled growing materials, and the reduction of food waste in municipal operations. By
creating dedicated areas for CE development within urban planning, cities can therefore
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accelerate the adoption of circular practices, demonstrate to stakeholders what is achiev-
able, and provide testbeds for experimenting with innovative circular solutions.

Collaborate with businesses and research: Collaboration with local businesses and re-
search institutes emerged as another key learning. In Prague (Prague Innovation Institute,
2021), the capital of the Czech Republic with a population of ~1.4 million, the city has
established various diverse working groups, involving representatives from public authori-
ties, private sector developers, architecture and design studios, farmers, social innovators,
and businesses in agriculture and food. For instance, in the water sector, Prague has
closely cooperated with private companies and universities on projects related to recycling
water. In the waste segment, the city has collaborated with public NGOs and initiatives
focused on reuse activities. Such partnerships can drive innovation and ensure that circu-
lar measures have a measurable impact. Fostering strong collaborations with academic
institutions and local enterprises can lead to the development of innovative solutions and
technologies that support CE goals. Such collaborations can also help bridge the gap
between research and practical implementation, ensuring that theoretical advancements
translate into real-world benefits.

Learn from other cities: Lastly, studying and adapting successful CE strategies from oth-
er cities can provide valuable insights and practical examples that can be tailored to local
contexts. In Murcia (Municipality of Murcia, 2021), a city of ~460,000 in south-eastern
Spain, the local government reviewed 60-70 strategies from around the world, including
Amsterdam and Paris, and adapted the main learnings to fit their local context — this
resulted for instance in the introduction of stakeholder “agoras”, and the determination of
their six strategic circular priority areas. This approach can therefore help cities avoid hav-
ing to reinvent the wheel and speed up the implementation of effective circular practices.
Being open to learning from others, participating in knowledge exchange networks, and
adapting best practices to local challenges and opportunities can therefore help facilitate
CE implementation in cities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, cities are crucial in driving the transition to a circular economy due to
their unique concentration of resources and influence. Our discussions with experts from
five mid-sized European cities highlight several key factors for success: strong political
and societal support, piloting of circular practices, integration of circular principles in
urban planning, collaboration with local businesses and research institutes, and learning
from successful strategies in other cities. These insights offer practical lessons for cities,
policymakers, and stakeholders looking to enhance their circular economy efforts. By
adopting these best practices, cities can accelerate the implementation of CE measures,
stimulate innovation within its own operations, embed circularity into urban planning,
more effectively translate theoretical insights into practical applications, and tap into the
wealth of existing CE knowledge.
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