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Ladies and gentlemen,  

THANK YOU for giving me the opportunity to address this conference.  

EACH YEAR, in Europe, we use on average 16 tons of materials per person to 

run our economy. And of that, about 6 tons per person becomes waste. And 

almost half of it ends up in landfill.  

MOST OF US would agree that we can't go on like this. It is not a sustainable 

model. It is a model that has only changed gradually since the industrial revolution. 

A model that was still tenable during the twentieth century. A century when falling 

materials prices meant that we could still afford to use them intensively, 

inefficiently and often wastefully. A century when we focused more on improving 

labour productivity than resource productivity. A century when we did not put a 

true economic or social value on protecting our natural capital.  

HOW DO WE get away from today's wasteful economic model where we mine, 

manufacture, use and throw away? This "linear economy" means that we basically 

pass the problems along each step in the line, creating more waste which we bury in 

the ground. If we move towards a more circular economy – where we 

re-manufacture, re-use and recycle/ then we should be able to almost eliminate 

waste.  

SUCH A CIRCULAR economy will make our markets and societies more resilient 

and competitive in the long-term.  

BUT HOW CAN we achieve this? 

EFFECTIVE WASTE management is the crucial first step, and EU Member States 

and the European Parliament already agreed on where we should be by 2020 in the 

7th Environment Action Programme which sets objectives:  

- To reduce the amount of waste we generate;  
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- To maximise recycling and re-use;  

- To limit incineration to non-recyclable materials; 

- and, last but not least, to phase out landfilling so that it is only for non-recyclable 

and non-recoverable waste.  

FOR SURE, THESE objectives may appear very ambitious. But already today 6 

Member States have effectively phased out landfilling. And 4 Member States are 

recycling more than 60 % of their municipal waste.  

MANY OF THESE results have been achieved through the use of economic 

incentives such as pay-as-you-throw schemes, or landfill and incineration taxes, as 

well as extended producer responsibility. These targets and measures have helped 

create jobs and encourage innovation. They have helped change behaviour and 

create opportunities for producers, retailers, consumers, local authorities, public 

and private waste management operators.  

CURRENTLY, THE European Commission is carrying out a review of our waste 

policies. My broad objective is to open up more opportunities in the sector and 

make the important link to the circular economy. 

THE RELATIONSHIP of good waste management to the circular economy will 

be my central theme for next year. Building on our review we will be creating a big 

debate on these subjects through our "Let's Clean Up Europe" day on 10th May, 

and in our annual 'Green Week' in June. Against this background, I welcome the 

Scottish Government's Zero Waste Plan which sets out targets for 2025 of 70 % 

recycling for all waste and with a maximum of 5 % to go to landfill. This would put 

Scotland amongst the leaders. It represents a real concrete opportunity to stimulate 

innovation, encourage new innovation and create new jobs.  

THERE IS QUITE some way to go. There has been some progress in recent years, 

but landfilling is still very high in Scotland. So, I also welcome the Scottish 



 

 4 

Government's objectives to move from landfilling to recycling/ without relying 

excessively on incineration. It is possible to go further by encouraging re-use and 

re-manufacturing, supporting business markets where leasing and take-back 

services are envisaged.  

AS WE MOVE towards more re-use and recycling, and a more circular economic 

model, /the future of the waste industry will depend crucially on innovation. The 

European Innovation Partnership (EIP) on Raw Materials - which I launched 

with Vice President Tajani, my colleague responsible for industrial policy – 

published last week/ its Strategic Programme to encourage innovation/ along the 

entire value chain of raw materials, notably: from exploration to extraction, 

processing, refining, re-use, recycling, and substitution.  

Ladies and gentlemen,  

I VERY MUCH welcome the initiative of the Scottish Government to move to a 

zero waste economy. This is a movement which is gaining support throughout 

Europe. And where the European Commission can play a role in supporting each 

country's objectives.  

I THANK YOU for your attention and wish you a very fruitful Conference.  

 


