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MOVING TO A 
CIRCULAR ECONOMY 

THROUGH EMAS

CIRCULAR VERSUS LINEAR ECONOMY

The EU's 7th Environment Action Programme, which sets 
the direction of European environmental policy until 2020, 
pointed out the need to make a circular economy a priority.  

To show how EMAS can support this process, a bench-
mark of good practices from 10 small, medium and large 
EMAS-registered organisations has been performed and 
is presented in the report “Moving to a circular economy 
through EMAS”. The main objective of this report is to 
demonstrate the contribution of EMAS organisations to a 
circular economy, as well as to give concrete examples of 
circular economy measures in order to showcase opportu-
nities for stakeholders to collaborate. 

A linear economy is based on a ‘take-make-
dispose’ approach. Resources are extracted to 
produce goods, which are then used until they 
are discarded and disposed as waste. Value is 
created by maximising the amount of products 
that are manufactured and sold. 

→ → → → →

A circular economy works according to the 
3R approach of “Reduce, Reuse & Recycle”. 
A circular economy keeps the value of products, 
materials and resources in the economy for 
as long as possible, and eliminates waste. In 
such an economy, materials are used in loops, 
and the environmental impact of products and 
services is minimised along the value chain. 

CONTEXT
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This factsheet presents 5 best practices 
to implement circular economy.



Environment 
02

MOVING TO A CIRCULAR ECONOMY THROUGH EMAS 

Five “best practices” or steps can be considered by any organisation interested in implementing a circular economy. 
Various EMAS-registered organisations have already implemented these practices to insert more “circularity” 
into their environmental management system.

HOW CAN ORGANISATIONS IMPLEMENT A CIRCULAR ECONOMY?

Test, learn 
& improve

Research, benchmark 
and design new solu-
tions, then measure 
impacts and collect 
feedback to improve 
them.

WIEGEL Verwaltung 
GmbH & Co KG 
developed a custom 
approach to test and 
improve each step of 
their hot-dip galva-
nising and powder 
coating processes. It 
achieved impressive 
results, for example 
by reducing the pro-
portion of hazardous 
waste for disposal 
from 70 per cent to 3 
per cent across its 26 
EMAS-registered sites.

Involve employees & 
other stakeholder

Brainstorm with your 
employees, create 
partnerships with the 
local community and 
involve your clients 
in the process of 
defining your circular 
economy strategy. 

The Eberswalde Uni-
versity for Sustaina-
ble Development was 
able to raise aware-
ness and commit-
ment throughout the 
university by sur-
veying people there 
about the potential to 
optimise resource use 
and the management 
of real estate and 
buildings.

 

Develop a 
message

Create a story to com-
mit your stakeholders 
to your new strategy. 
Use real-life exam-
ples to create the 
narrative that best 
resonates with your 
stakeholders.

HR Björkmans En-
trémattor chose to 
focus on mat rental 
and developed an 
innovative washing 
system. It brands its 
offerings with a sym-
bol representing an 

“eco-smart solution”, 
which makes it easier 
for consumers and 
other stakeholders 
to understand the 
benefits of renting.

Identify potential 
material loops

Go beyond resource 
efficiency and adopt 
a whole lifecycle 
approach by inven-
torying the material 
flows in and outside 
of your organisation 
and identifying how 
they can be optimised 
and transformed into 
loops.  

Viessmann, the 
longest-registered 
organisation in the 
European EMAS regis-
ter, applies eco-design 
to its products. It uses 
recycled materials 
and marks each com-
ponent so that it can 
be easily maintained 
and replaced.

Consider innovative 
business models

Understand the users’ 
needs and consider 
developing a new 
business model to 
save resources. This 
could be leasing 
instead of selling, 
dematerialising your 
product or incentivis-
ing reuse.

The PMC Holding 
group completed its 
service offer (office 
space improvement) 
by creating the 
start-up NNOF, which 
transforms existing 
furniture into new 
office equipment. 
It now considers 
leasing furniture 
instead of selling it in 
order to lengthen its 
lifespan and ensure 
it is upcycled at the 
end of its service life. The methods and tools used by these com-

panies, as well as other examples and good 
practices, can be found in the full report. 
Get inspired by these frontrunners! 

1. 2. 3. 4. 5.
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It is a tool to measure resource efficiency: 
EMAS is a tool for measuring resource efficiency. It pro-
vides a framework to help organisations assess their re-
source consumption and implement actions to optimise it. 
In accordance with the statement “what gets measured, 
gets managed”, organisations have to measure and report 
on six core indicators: energy efficiency, material efficiency, 
water, waste, biodiversity and emissions. The organisation 
can take these environmental impacts into account when 
designing new products and services, which is in line with 
the principles of a circular economy. 

It ensures continuous improvement, 
which fosters innovation: 
In EMAS, companies have to improve continuously, which 
fosters innovation through the entire lifecycle of the product 
or service, another key aspect of a circular economy.

It requires the involvement of employees: 
Moving towards a circular model requires a significant 
change in practices that is only possible through employ-
ee involvement and dialogue with the top management, 
which is a key requirement of EMAS. 

It keeps companies a step ahead 
on legislation and stakeholders’ needs: 
EMAS pushes organisations to ensure legal compliance 
and improve their ability to anticipate upcoming leg-
islation, including measures on a circular economy. The 
recently updated EMAS annexes also require the organi-
sation to identify opportunities and risks associated with 
the needs of interested parties and stakeholders. EMAS 
organisations can thus adapt to their environment with 
more ease.  

It provides all stakeholders, including 
authorities, with transparent information: 
The environmental statement that EMAS organisations 
have to produce annually is an opportunity to think about 
resource consumption not only at the organisational lev-
el, but also at a local or regional level. Public authorities 
and other stakeholders can rely on the information in their 
decision-making, knowing that the facts and figures have 
been verified and validated by an independent, accredited 
third party.

1.
Assessment 
of resource 
efficiency

2.
Continuous 

improvement

3.
Involvement 
of employees

4.
Step ahead 

on legislation

5.
Transparent 
information

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

HOW CAN EMAS FOSTER A CIRCULAR ECONOMY?

EMAS can foster a circular economy in five main ways:
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Organisations in the EMAS network can also benefit from 
being part of a community in which many others have 
already gained significant experience. Sectoral reference 
documents are available for organisations to identify 
best practices in their sector. In addition, the environ-
mental statements of many EMAS organisations, which 
highlight their environmental actions, are available in 
the EMAS register on the EMAS website.

WHEN CAN A CIRCULAR ECONOMY BE CONSIDERED DURING THE IMPLEMENTATION OF EMAS?

A circular economy can be considered at different steps 
in the implementation of EMAS. First, during the initial 
environmental review, the organisation can identify ac-
tions that already contribute to circular economy and list 
new potential new ones. Then, during the definition of its 
environmental policy and programme, it can set specific 
targets for a circular economy. During the implementa-
tion of its environmental management system, it can 
involve employees and other stakeholders to put circular 
economy principles into practice. Finally, when reviewing 
the system and aiming at continuous improvement and 
when preparing the environmental report or statement, 
EMAS organisations can identify new opportunities and 
report on their contribution to a circular economy, for ex-
ample by referring to international or national objectives. 

SEE THE SCORE CARD

Conduct 
an initial 
Environmental 
Review

Contact your 
Competent 
Body

 

DO 
Implement your Environmental 

Management System

 

   
   

  →
   

Int

ern
al 

process o
ver 1 year following the ISO 14001 standard & EM

AS requirem
ents  →

 

Promote your 
environmental 

credentials

Registration 
by your 

Competent 
Body

Verification & 
Validation by your 

environmental verifier

1

2

Environmental 
report

7

10

9

8

3 5

4

6

PLAN 
Environmental

Policy & 
Programme

CHECK 
Internal 

             Environmental 
Audit

            ACT 
Continuous Environmental 

Performance Improvements

Using the 5 best practices when 
implementing EMAS:

1 3 4 3 6

2 7
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EMAS AND A CIRCULAR ECONOMY: MAIN CONCLUSIONS

A circular economy can be applied 
across a variety of sectors and 
organisations, and in different ways
The report highlights very different examples 
of circular economy measures adopted 
by SMEs, large organisations and public 
organisations. Frontrunners are operating in 
a wide variety of sectors, from the printing 
industry to hotels, universities, and the fields 
of manufacturing and distribution. 

Circular organisations 
experience multiple benefits
Frontrunners in a circular economy have 
increased their competitive strength and 
gained better control over their resources. 
At the same time, they have reduced their 
environmental impact.

The transition to a circular economy 
can be started in a few steps
The key is to look at processes from a different 
perspective – a resource perspective – and to 
see the organisation as a part of a system, 
which can interact with other businesses and 
stakeholders to reuse resources indefinitely. 
Organisations should look at ways to be 
innovative or even disruptive in their approach 
to resources, starting small and thinking big. 

IMPRINT
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FOR MORE INFORMATION, TAKE A LOOK AT THE FULL REPORT:

www.ec.europa.eu/environment/emas/pdf/other/report_EMAS_Circular_Economy.pdf

CONTACT

Additional information is available on the EMAS website www.emas.eu 
or through the EMAS helpdesk at emashelpdesk@adelphi.de
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The report pointed out that EMAS represents an opportunity not only to deliver on environmental 
objectives but also to support economic objectives. Organisations can boost their financial 
performance and competitive strength by increasing their resource efficiency. 

Moving towards a  
circular economy with EMAS 

Best practices to implement 
circular economy strategies 
(with case study example s) 

EMAS is an effective tool 
to support the process
Organisations can start assessing their 
impacts and resource use, and can implement 
actions to reduce them with the use of 
EMAS. Issues related to a circular economy 
can be easily incorporated into the general 
implementation of EMAS.  

Governments and public authorities 
can further promote EMAS and 
a circular economy
The actions highlighted in the full report show 
that organisations are already investing in a 
circular economy and committing themselves 
to reducing their environmental impact 
through EMAS. However, these initiatives need 
to be scaled up in the face of the current 
environmental challenges, and this scaling-up 
can only be achieved with the support of all 
stakeholders, especially public authorities. 


