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Who we are 

The European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) was founded in 1973 to represent and promote 

workers’ interests at European level. It is made up of 90 national trade union federations in 39 

Countries and 10 European Trade Union Federations.  

General 

The ETUC believes that the linear model of production and consumption, and its fast turnover, is 

exhausting resources and is also saturating our environment with waste and environmentally harmful 

substances. This unsustainable pattern will soon lead to major problems in terms of public health and 

environment but also in terms of the economy and employment. As a consequence, the ETUC has been 

supporting the aim of a circular economy in the European Union, which will not only make our 

economy more sustainable, but will also contribute to job creation through new business activities 

and/or through improved resource efficiency.  

The circular economy, in combination with other trends of the European economy (inter alia: 

digitalisation, de-carbonisation, etc.) will deeply transform the labour market. In that context it is 

crucial to ensure a just transition for workers consisting of quality jobs, workers’ participation, greening 

of education and skills, strong social protection and respect for all human and labour rights. 

The ETUC also supports the involvement of the social partners in further developing the circular 
economy. The social dialogue at all levels is important. The European Commission should take steps to 
stimulate this dialogue.  
 

Employment 

The European Commission argues that the circular economy will create jobs1. The ETUC shares that 

opinion but wonders why the online questionnaire does not really address that crucial aspect of any 

policy which aims at triggering a significant change in the economy. If the circular economy strategy, 

which is announced by the Commission for late 2015, does not propose a fully-fledged employment 

chapter, it will be seen as a step back compared to the original package proposed in 2014. The 

legislative proposals were backed by a “Green employment strategy” which properly identified most 

of the challenges to be addressed to better integrate employment and environmental policies. 

Environmental policies should not be seen as the silver bullet for solving employment problems.  

Environmental targets and policies will only create the expected number of jobs if they are supported 
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by an appropriate set of labour market instruments. The ETUC calls on the European Commission to 

continue to work to integrate employment and environmental policies.  

Education, training, lifelong learning and skills must be an important part of the employment chapter 

of the circular economy strategy. The ETUC thinks worth highlighting to the European Resource 

Efficiency Platform’s recommendation: 

“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 

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.”2 

The quality of the jobs created is another source of concern for the ETUC. For instance, the waste 

sector has experienced in a recent past transformations which have had a very negative impact on the 

quality of work: dramatic intensification of work due to cut-throat competition between service 

providers, dysfunctional industrial democracy due to the difficulty in representing workers in a context 

of the lengthening of value chains, precariousness of employment due to contracts of limited duration 

between contractors and service providers, unequal working conditions in a sector with a very 

fragmented workforce… In services activities where the “sharing economy” is prominent, there have 

been unfortunate examples of what could be referred to as “sharewashing”, where big companies 

move beyond the mutually beneficial collaborative economy and set up large business structures 

which make individuals function like micro-entrepreneurs without proper social security. These new 

players are challenging traditional methods of service provision and long-established service providers. 

In many cases, the nature of the employment relationship and legal status of the parties involved 

remains unclear. The trends presented above cannot become the hallmark of a greener economy. The 

shift towards a circular economy cannot lead to the creation of more unregulated jobs, with very bad 

working and employment conditions, and with new risks and few standards.  

Quality employment is also important to enhance the attractiveness of sectors and activities which will 

lead the transition. To avoid a workforce shortage, sectors and activities which will be the backbone of 

the circular economy must be seen in a positive way and offer quality jobs to those who contemplate 

making their career in these fields of activities.  

Occupational health and safety should be one of the priorities of moving towards a circular economy 

as recycling waste appears to be a very hazardous occupation. According to the UK Health and Safety 

Institute, the death rate of workers in the recycling industry is 16 times higher than the average for all 

UK industries. Moreover, workers from the sector face long-term risks due to their exposure to dust, 

toxic materials and infections3. In Italy, the National Work Accident and Occupational Disease 

Insurance Agency (Inail) reported that workers in the waste sector have five times more work accidents 

                                                           
2 See EREP’s Manifesto and policy recommendations: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/resource_efficiency/documents/erep_manifesto_and_policy_recommendati
ons_31-03-2014.pdf  
3 ETUI, “Waste and recycling : workers at risk", HesaMag #09, 2014, pp.18-19. 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/resource_efficiency/documents/erep_manifesto_and_policy_recommendations_31-03-2014.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/resource_efficiency/documents/erep_manifesto_and_policy_recommendations_31-03-2014.pdf


 
than all sectors put together4. In that context, the ETUC insists that ensuring health and safety at work, 

must be an integrated aim of the circular economy package.  

Policy Instruments  

The regulatory framework is crucial for stimulating a shift towards a circular economy. Greater 

coherence is necessary between European policy initiatives and particularly in European legislation on 

product policy. The ETUC supports the development of a framework directive bringing together the 

various sectoral and product rules and standards. The responsibility of producers and distributors 

should be developed, in particular by expanding the scope of the Ecodesign Directive to cover issues 

of efficiency in natural resource use. Extending the length of product guarantees and imposing 

obligations in terms of product disassembly and recyclability are measures that should be introduced 

into the text of the directive. These legislative developments should be based on an analysis of the life 

cycle of consumer goods to take into account all resources used, from the extraction of raw materials, 

through to the destruction or recycling of the product. This is a crucial pillar of a proactive European 

industrial policy agenda, for which the ETUC has repeatedly called, and is urgently needed to ensure 

that industrial sectors are restructured to minimise their impact on the environment and made 

accountable for their resource use. 

Public authorities have a key role to play, in particular by setting an example through the systematic 

use of Green Public Procurement, based on selection criteria reflecting a high level of environmental 

protection.  

Investment should better support the shift towards a circular economy. Public authorities should 

strongly drive both private and public research and development activities, in particular with a view to 

supporting technological innovation. The ETUC recalls the Europe 2020 objective of at least 3% GDP to 

be allocated to R&D activities. The consolidation of public funding of research and innovation activities 

constitutes one of the main aids to this transition, but only on condition that research agendas are 

targeted towards the common good. Support for research in the private sector should avoid unfair 

profits and be conditional upon commitments regarding job creation in Europe. 

Phasing out environmentally harmful subsidies as well as a greening of taxation policy must also be 

key drivers of the transition towards a circular economy. The ETUC has long argued for taxation to be 

used as a means of regulating the price signals needed to promote energy and resource efficiency, 

which should not be left to market mechanisms alone. That said, the ETUC strongly defends 

progressive taxation, ensuring the redistribution of wealth. The need to reform taxation to improve 

resource efficiency should not undermine universal and affordable access to basic goods and services 

such as water and energy. 

Given the many benefits it will create, the transition towards a circular economy must be seen as an 

opportunity and not as a threat. Among other platforms, the work carried out by EREP has shown that 

this opinion is shared by a wide variety of European leaders coming from different kind of stakeholders.  

As a result, the ETUC urges the Commission to promote it through an ambitious and comprehensive 

policy framework and hopes that this crucial objective for the future of the EU will not be the victim of 

a dogmatic de-regulation endeavour undertaken on behalf of a short-sighted and unbalanced view of 

competitiveness. 

ETUC resolution: https://www.etuc.org/sites/www.etuc.org/files/ETUC_RE_res_final_ENdec2012_2.pdf 

                                                           
4 Ibidem, pp. 23-25. 
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