
A Just Transition towards 
Circular Economy 
How UNEP and partners put people in the center of the transition



UNITED NATIONS ENVIRONMENT PROGRAMME

• We work with countries around the world in developing the global environmental agenda

• Our work areas include, but are not limited, to the following:

Air

Biosafety 

Waste 

Climate change 

Green economy
Oceans & seas

Education & environment Forest 



UNEP’s Work at City 
Level: approach and 
suite of circular 
economy solutions 

• Circular economy and resource 
use (focus on jobs)

• Circular energy systems

• Circular buildings supply chain

• Food systems and food waste



• "In a circular economy, the value of products, 
materials and resources is maintained in the 
economy for as long as possible, and the generation 
of waste is minimised" (EU Commission, 2015).



UNEP & Circular Economy 

• Inspired by nature

• The entire value chain matters

• Decoupling natural resource use 
from economic activity

• Economic paradigm shift
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Our work on cities and a 
circular economy



UNEP & Circular 
Economy in Cities 

• Urban Metabolism as basis for our thinking of the 
transition from a linear to circular Economy

• What benefits implementing circular economy at 
the city level?

$380 billion annual net 
material cost saved

Rethink supply chain through 
urban metabolism 

Inclusion of the most vulnerable 
groups for a just transition 



There is a need to connect 
circular economy, jobs, 
and a just transition

In 2018, UNEP looked at 2000 indicators of over 30 indicator frameworks 
that self-identified as linked to circular economy. Our research showed 
that while many cities wanted well-being at the center of their circular 
economy plan, none of the indicators measured it.



In our work on circular economy, we are confronted by limited data 
gathering and data management capacity around the world

How can we simplify such a process? 

How do we get people to 
use circular economy 
approaches?



For effective circular economy approaches, we need to take into consideration the qualitative 
elements – our users and the environment where its going to be used  



Focus on 
circular 
economy 
jobs



Why circularity in cities with 
jobs as pivotal indicator? 

• Jobs are important to cities. Opens doors.

• Since we are tracking people, it provides a 
‘solution’ to the difficulty of measuring 
inputs/outputs vis a vis city boundaries

• It provides insight to societal indicators and 
well-being.



Circular Economy Tool 
(our immediate offer)

• An index which indicates the percentage of city’s
"level of circularity” It is a starting point from
which the city can track improvement over time.

• A list of economic sectors that can be targeted in
a circular economy plan. It helps identify which
sectors can have the most impact in a “circular
economy. Priority sectors can help cities tailor
specific policies targeting a transition to a
circular economy.

• Gives a solid basis for a jobs focused circular
economy plan that a city can use.



Simplified Data 
Gathering 

Rank the sectors that have the 
greatest potential in your city for 
a circular policy intervention 



How is this useful in 
the long-term? 

• The city typology will allow benchmarking among 
cities of the same economic cluster. Cities of the same 
cluster can also share data. Data from a city in Africa 
for example, after applying microsimulation, can be 
used as proxy data for a city in Asia.

• The tool, when applied in-depth in the city, can be 
used for scenario planning and determining the 
potential impacts of city policies. It can also be used to 
determine how many jobs can be transitioned and 
thus make the economic argument for a circular 
economy transition.



Building Back Better in a 
post COVID-19 World

• The discussion of jobs has become even 
more important post COVID around the 
narrative of build back better. We would 
like to connect better with UNEP’s 
priorities around SCP and digital 
transformation.

• It is especially relevant in the global 
South, where there is a growing but 
vulnerable middle class, a high number of 
unemployed youth, and where the 
informal economy has a bigger share.



Our Ambitions 

• Enable scenario planning  to determine 
effects of circular policies & 
provide evidence for a just transition

• Simulation output to assess the impact of 
selected policies on city 
consumption and job distribution



CONCLUSION 

• Circular economy is an 
opportunity for cities

• Technological interventions are 
not a ‘silver bullet’ to change 
our economy – in the end we 
need a paradigm shift



Visit the UNEP circularity platform 
https://www.unenvironment.org/circularity
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