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Public Consultation on the Circular Economy 

Commission dwelling in Absurdistan ? 

 

Response of EPSU - The European Federation of Public Service Unions. EPSU is Europe's 
environmental services trade union federation representing workers in public and private 
waste, in water and waste water, in municipal services and environmental protection 
agencies, for example.  

General 

EPSU shares the objective of aiming for a circular economy in the European Union. 
Eliminating waste and continuously recycling and re-using resources is key for our and future 
generations. EPSU supported the Circular Economy Package. This was withdrawn by the 
Commission in February 2015. Together with many other organisations we have objected to 
this. To justify its withdrawal, that package is to be replaced with an ambitious alternative.  

We expect that the Commission tables comprehensive, coherent and ambitious proposals by 
the end of the year. The Commission should maintain or even strengthen targets set in the 
previous package. Achieving a Circular Economy can not be left to the mechanism of the 
market. There should be legislative and non-legislative proposals to achieve the objective.  

We do not agree if proposals to achieve the Circular Economy are used to weaken or dilute 
existing EU Waste legislation. Achieving the Circular Economy is not an issue of Better 
Regulation. It is a political objective.  

The circular economy can be part of broader efforts to create a European Union in which 
workers and the environment are not exploited. Public service principles like universality and 
access, equality, solidarity and affordability should be starting points and fully integrated.  The 
Circular Economy holds the promise of more citizens participation through sharing for 
example.  

Is the circular economy an economy without workers ? Commission entering 
Absurdistan 

The European Commission argues that the Circular Economy will create jobs. EPSU and 
many others think so as well. But.  

The public consultation of the Commission has not a single question about what kind of jobs 
can and should be created. It does no ask what can be done differently and should be 
addressed by the Commission. So talking up jobs but subsequently not addressing the kind 
of jobs, job and labour market related issues is absurd.  

The new package for the Circular Economy can create quality jobs. It can be used in a 
positive way. It can also lead to more exploitation as new unregulated jobs emerge, with new 
risks and few standards.  

The Circular Economy proposals of the Commission should support the development of 
decent jobs.  

 Improving health and safety of workers should be one of the key principles of moving 
towards a circular economy. In the waste sector the general principle that what is positive 
for workers' health and safety is positive for the environment and the public applies. Less 
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use of toxic materials and hazardous chemicals and products which are not re-usable, 
and recyclable are examples. Unsafe working methods and work pressures bring risks of 
spillage, accidents etc. This principle holds basically true in production as well.  

 Ensuring quality jobs and decent pay and conditions we expect to be reflected in the new 
proposals. The Circular Economy will not develop if the jobs created are low quality. This 
entails that operators and employers should work with the trade unions to establish social 
standards and collective agreements and to promote gender equality in highly segmented 
and male dominated industries. We do not need a circular economy that re-uses and 
recycles workers in an exploitative manner. To achieve this the social dialogue between 
employers and trade unions at workplace, sector and European level is to be part of the 
measures to create the conditions to attain the circular economy. The Commission could 
propose assistance to the social partners developing sectoral action plans for example. 
There are many lobby groups in the waste sector. Very few take on a social or employers' 
responsibility. The Commission should favour joint social partners initiatives. 

 The circular economy package should indicate what is proposed to assist in the fight 
against social dumping. Respect for collective agreements, social security and tax 
contributions, enforcement through use of procurement rules are all aspects that we 
expect are covered in the forthcoming proposals. The Circular Economy and the creation 
of new circuits for re-use and recycling, for repair and maintenance, for the use of 
secondary raw materials, also open up a prospect of precarious and fragmented jobs and 
workplaces, exploitation as new unregulated jobs emerge, with new risks and few 
standards. 

 The new package should address training and skills and propose measures to improve 
the quality of jobs through up-skilling. Social dialogue will be important to achieve this. 
Together with adequate social protection, respect for workers' rights and social dialogue it 
will lead to a higher evaluation of environmental services and the workers delivering 
them.  

We expect that the European Commission takes account of a key recommendation of the 
European Resource Efficiency Platform. It states: 

“Member states and regions should envisage supporting green skills and job creation in the 
programmes presented in the context of the Multiannual Financial Framework 2014-2020. 
Educational and training curricula should be revised to meet existing and anticipated labour 
market needs for green skills, and make them part of the mainstream education and life-long 
learning. Local and regional authorities should include green employment opportunities in 
their development strategies. Social partners should further ensure close workers’ 
involvement in matters related to environmental management, energy and resource use and 
emerging risks at the work place, including on health and safety aspects, enhance workers’ 
rights to information and consultation, and develop sector-wide resource efficiency roadmaps 
covering in particular skills and training requirements.” 
 

With a strategy focused on less waste and more re-use and recycling, we have unique 

opportunities to address low-paid and risky work and to prevent social dumping. We can 

encourage well trained and skilled staff. Social dialogue assists the development of a circular 

economy. But workers need to be involved. Waste workers in particular will then be fully 

supportive of this important development for the European economy.  

Other comments 

 The role of municipalities in the circular economy needs to be recognised. Municipalities 
have key public tasks, overseeing and organising collection. They play a role in sorting 
and recycling of waste streams.  

 We reject that this responsibility, close to citizens, is diluted, deformed or abolished.  
EPSU opposes forced tendering out of these tasks, or of parts thereof. Praxis 
demonstrates that profit-maximalisation and ecological and social responsibility do not go 
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hand in hand. On the contrary municipalities and their enterprises can play a positive role 
in making the circular economy happen.  

 The EU can assist in providing funds to assist municipalities in developing these roles.  

 We reject the tendency in the EU's consultation survey to use public funds for private 
operators or to stimulate public private partnerships. The EU institutions should be well 
aware about the problems they pose.  (See EPSU Briefing http://www.epsu.org/a/8193)  

 The Circular Economy proposals link with the Digital Agenda and Smart Cities. What  
benefits and what drawbacks can digitalisation and automation have. This can go from 
collection by driversless trucks to collection systems like in Songdo (South Corea) to 
digitalisation of waste collection like in Barcelona.  

 The new EU public procurement directives allow for the use of social and environmental 
criteria. Public authorities should make full use of these. This will assist in promoting high 
standards. This should extend to health and safety, to a skilled work force and respect for 
collective agreements. 

 Funding should be available for municipalities. This can help them to develop their 
expertise in promoting prevention, recycling and reuse of products and materials and 
resources. We do not see a need to promote private sector interests contrary to the 
consultation which wants to support private sector initiatives.    

 Municipalities can also ensure that services for recycling, for re-use, for repair and 
maintenance are available to all citizens including low-income users.  

 Some key and basic products might become more expensive if redesigned to allow lower 
use of resources and fit for recycling or re-use for example. Subsides to assist people 
with a low -income to benefit should be available.  

 Circular economy principles in the design of products also requires training, skills. It is 
linked with health and safety. Products less damaging for workers health are better for the 
environment. 

 The consultation mentions many options. These often interlink. What is lacking is 
attention for a skilled and sufficient workforce that is addresses these interlinkages and 
capable of executing (maintenance...) 

 Waste collection is ignored. Ensuring reliable "information" providers and waste collectors 
at municipal level - like in recycling parks - workers that can assist and advice on re-use 
maintenance repair etc should be addressed.  

 The legislative proposals should including binding targets for waste streams. Prevent, 
reduce, re-use and recycle are the guiding principles. The polluter pays principle should 
be reinforced (product responsibility) 

 The proposals of the Commission should also address the different state of affairs in the 
Member States. Some states still do have high levels of landfills. We do agree that landfill 
is to be phased out. Some Member States might need financial assistance to be in a 
position to establish the recycling, re-use infra-structure. This extends to the workforce 
and assistance for social partners to improve jobs (through training e.g) 

 

Consultation available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/runner/circular-economy      
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