Paper summary

A low-carbon and circular
industry for Europe
The linear “take-make-waste” model of production and consumption is both highly
wasteful and an important contributor to climate change via
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions associated with land management and the production of consumer goods, food,
buildings, and other products 1.
Climate change is as much an economic and social crisis as an
environmental one; even if global temperatures rise by no
more than 1.5 degrees Celsius by 2100, the global economic
costs of climate change are projected to reach USD 54 trillion
by the end of the century 2 and to have devastating societal
impacts. 3 Climate change mitigation and adaptation policies
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are therefore essential to the future of the
economy and society as well as the environment.
Current climate change policies, which focus on accelerating the adoption of renewable energy and energy efficiency,
cannot effectively tackle most of the emissions resulting from industry and land use,
land use change and forestry (LULUCF).
Although the EU has reduced its GHG
emissions by over 20% in the last three
decades, it remains a leading emitter (accounting for 9.3% of global GHG emissions in 2017). To achieve its 2030 goal of
a 55% reduction in GHGs compared to
1990 levels, the circular economy needs to
become an essential part of EU climate
policies and plans. A systemic overhaul of
our production and consumption is necessary.
The implementation of the EU Green Deal – including, for example, the upcoming EU Industrial Strategy and the EU Climate Law — provides an important lever to accelerate decarbonisation. The reset of the global economy in
the wake of Covid-19 is an opportunity for the
EU, its Member States, and governments
around the world to foster better growth by
channelling public funds into investments that
will not only help boost the economy in the
short term, but future proof it. The circular
economy offers a framework to enhance economic and environmental resilience, by designing out waste and pollution, keeping materials
in use, and regenerating natural systems. 4
The Think 2030 paper “A Low-Carbon and Circular Industry for Europe” looks at the opportunities for the circular economy to reduce the
EU’s GHG emissions associated with three key
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carbon-intensive sectors – the built environment,
mobility, and food – which together account for
75% of the EU’s GHG emissions. It discusses
some of the opportunities related to the adoption of the circular economy in these sectors,
suggests policy instruments to overcome related
barriers, and provides a series of additional policy considerations to embed circular economy in
crucial EU policy agendas.
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Up to 45% of anthropogenic GHG emissions are associated with land management and the production of consumer
goods, buildings, and other products 5.
Even if current renewable energy and energy efficiency policies are optimised,
they would only offset up to 55% of the
anthropogenic GHG emissions by 2050.
Switching to a circular economy for five
key commodities (steel, aluminium,
plastics, cement, and food) could offset
45% of the emissions associated with
their production and consumption, or
9.3 giga tonnes of CO2 equivalent per
year by 2050, while generating substantial economic benefits.
Emissions from the production of materials increased as a share of global
GHG emissions from 15%, or 5 giga
tonnes of CO2 equivalent, in 1995 to
23%, or 11.5 giga tonnes of CO2 equivalent, in 2015 6.
Even if global temperature rise is contained to 1.5 degrees Celsius by 2100,
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the costs of climate change to the global economy are
projected to reach USD 54 trillion by the end of the century and rise steeply with every further temperature increase 7.
In 2017, the EU was responsible for 9.3% of global GHG
emissions — or 4.5 giga tonnes of CO2 equivalent8, but
its population represents only 5.7% of the global total.
In the last three decades, the EU has reduced its GHG
emissions by over 20%.
The production of goods, including food, accounts for a
fifth of EU territorial emissions 9.
Less than 12% of the materials used in the EU-27 were
circulated back into the economy in 2019 10.
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