
Circ u la r Ec o no m y a p p lie d  in  
in t e rna t io na l t ra d e , w h ic h  
o ffic ia l s t a t is t ic s  d o  w e  ne e d ?  

Ms. Elisabeth Türk
Dire c tor
UNECE Ec onom ic  Coop e ra t ion and  Trad e  Divis ion

Jo in t  OECD/ UNECE Se m in a r o n  
I m p le m e n t a t io n  o f  SEEA, 13 - 15  Ma rc h  2 0 2 3



• Circ u la r e c o no m y:  an economy where the value of 
materials in the economy is maximised and maintained for 
as long as possible; the input of materials and their 
consumption is minimised ; and the generation of waste is 
prevented and negative environmental impacts reduced 
throughout the life - cycle of materials (OECD expert group 
and UNECE Task Force). 

• Goal: moving away from the traditional linear business 
models to more circular ones, closing resource loops of 
current linear resource value chains.

• Helps further the SDGs:

⚬ SDG 12 : Re s pons ib le  Cons um pt ion and  Produc t ion
⚬ SDG 13 : Clim ate  Ac t ion

How e ve r, the re  is  no c om m on de finit ion nor te rm inology of 
the  c irc ular e c onom y.

C irc u la r Ec o no m y 

So u rc e | ECE/CES/BUR/2 0 2 3 /FEB/17



• Circ u la r t ra d e : any international trade transaction, material or 
immaterial, that contributes to circular economy activities at the 
local, national and global levels ( Chatham House ). Circular 
economy is relevant to  multiple areas:

• Trade in services;
• Trade in food products;
• Trade in second -hand goods;
• Trade in goods for refurbishment and remanufacturing;
• Trade in materials for recycling;
• Trade in secondary raw materials.

Circular Economy & Trade 

Source | Chatham House

Source | Circular economy's impact on global trade and supply chains (ellenmacarthurfoundation.org)

• International trading system: 
• Includes numerous bilateral, regional and multilateral 

agreements, as well as domestic laws, regulations and policies. 
• Some contemporary trade agreements cover issues such as 

regulatory standards, rules on health & safety, investment, 
banking & finance, intellectual property, labour rights, 
environmental protection, and many other subjects.

https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/06/trade-inclusive-circular-economy
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/06/trade-inclusive-circular-economy
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/daviz/municipal-waste-recycled-and-composted-5#tab-chart_5
https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/articles/building-resilience#:%7E:text=International%20trade%20and%20circular%20economy%20intersect%20in%20multiple,and%20trade%20in%20secondary%20raw%20materials%2C%20among%20others.


Po lic y Are a s  – Circ u la r Ec o no m y & Tra d e

So u rc e | Circular economy's impact on global trade and supply chains (ellenmacarthurfoundation.org)

Border measures 
• Tariffs
• Export restrictions
• Anti-dumping 

Regulatory measures 
• Standards
• Extended Producer Responsibility 

(EPR) schemes
• Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) 

checks
• Technical regulation 

Trade agreements
• Strengthening the Trade and 

Sustainable Development (TSD) 
Chapters 

• Including provisions on circularity 
throughout the trade agreements

Raising awareness & 
building capacities

• WTO Aid for Trade initiative 
• UN Capacity Building Task Force on 

Trade, Environment and Development
• UNECE Circular STEP stakeholder 

engagement platform  

Economic incentives
• Subsidies
• Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs)
• Free allowances 

What we need: modernization and integration of economic policies –> collaboration

https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/daviz/municipal-waste-recycled-and-composted-5#tab-chart_5
https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/articles/building-resilience#:%7E:text=International%20trade%20and%20circular%20economy%20intersect%20in%20multiple,and%20trade%20in%20secondary%20raw%20materials%2C%20among%20others.


• Clo s ing  lo o p s  

• Circular trade can reduce reliance on virgin 
raw materials and promote trade in recycled 
and used/secondary (raw) materials .

• Extending product life cycles: 
• Circular trade can help extend the use of 

existing products across global value chains.
• Increasing efficiency/competitiveness  

• Circular trade can facilitate information and 
material sharing, making consumption more 
efficient and less resource - intensive. 

Interaction: 
Possible impacts of circular trade on circular 
economy progress:

Source | Policy Options for Harnessing the Power of Trade and Economic Cooperation (UNECE, 2022)



I n t e ra c t io n : 
Po s s ib le  im p lic a t io ns  o f c irc u la r t ra d e  o n  t ra d e  p a t t e rn s

The transition to a more circular economy will 
re quire  a  de parture  from  our c urre nt  p rac t ic e s  as  
p roduc e rs  and  c ons um e rs  of goods  and  s e rvic e s . 

• Mo ving  fro m  t ra d e  in  p rim a ry m a t e ria ls  t o  
t ra d e  in  s e c o nd a ry m a t e ria ls ;

• Mo ving  fro m  g lo b a l t ra d e  t o  m o re  re g io na l 
a nd  lo c a l t ra d e ;

• Mo ving  fro m  re s o u rc e  d e p e nd e nc e  t o  
re s ilie nc e ;

• Mo ving  fro m  t ra d e  in  g o o d s  t o  t ra d e  in  
s e rvic e ; a nd ,

• Mo ving  fro m  a na lo g ue  t o  d ig it a l.

So u rc e | Polic y Op t ions  for Harne s s ing  the  Pow e r of Trade  and  Ec onom ic  Coope ra t ion (UNECE, 2 0 2 2 )



Prio rit y Se c t o rs  fo r Enha nc ing  Circ u la rit y
For international trade to develop its full potential to scale up circularity, action is required 
in d iffe re nt  s e c tors  of the  e c onom y, inc lud ing  the  follow ing :

• Tra d e  in  s e rvic e s ;
• Tra d e  in  t e xt ile s ; 
• Tra d e  in  a g ric u lt u ra l p ro d uc t s ;
• Tra d e  in  c rit ic a l ra w  m a t e ria ls .

So u rc e | Polic y Op t ions  for Harne s s ing  the  Pow e r of Trade  and  Ec onom ic  Coope ra t ion (UNECE, 2 0 2 2 )



The  I m p o rt a nc e  o f S t a t is t ic s  
o n  Circ u la r Tra d e

So u rc e | Polic y Op t ions  for Harne s s ing  the  Pow e r of Trade  and  Ec onom ic  Coope ra t ion (UNECE, 2 0 2 2 )

• Me as uring  and  m onitoring  c irc ularity and  it s  t rade - re la te d  
d im e ns ion s hould  be  a  p riority ac t ion. 

• Though s om e  m e as ure s  of c irc ularity are  availab le  for s om e  
c ount rie s , t rade - re la te d  c irc ularity data  are  a lm os t  non-
e xis te nt .

• Joint  e ffort s  are  ne e de d , involving  a  w ide  range  of d iffe re nt  
ac tors , e .g . UNECE (through it s  w ork on s ta t is t ic s ), think tanks  
(e .g . Chatham  Hous e , Elle n Mc Arthur) and  othe r inte rnat ional 
organizat ions  (e .g . OECD, WTO, WCO).



Da t a  Co lle c t io n  
Cha lle ng e s  a nd  Op p o rt un it ie s  in  Circ u la r Tra d e

Lack of official statistics measuring 
all as pe c t s  of the  c irc ular e c onom y 
in a  c ohe re nt  w ay.

Lit t le  e xpe rie nc e  and  no unifie d  
approac h to  de finit ions  and  m e t ric s  
in c irc ular t rade .

We ak re c ord ing  of c irc ularity 
as pe c t s  in s upp ly c hains .

Long  e s tab lis he d  Harm onize d  
Sys te m  (HS) c ode s .

No unifie d  w ay to  m e as ure  c irc ular 
s kills , know le dge , s e rvic e s , 
inve s tm e nts .

De live rab le s  s uc h as  OECD/UNECE 
w ork.

I nc re as e d  inte re s t  in the  t rade  
c om m unity

I nc re as e d  de bate  about  m aking  
s upp ly c hains  c irc ular and  s us ta inab le  
(inc l. through d ig ita liza t ion)

Mode rnizing  and  g re e ning  Harm onize d  
Sys te m  (HS) c ode s .

Aw are ne s s  about  the  ne e d  for a  
holis t ic  and  c om pre he ns ive  approac h.



Brid g ing  Da t a  Ga p s  
Many useful indicators for the circular economy are not yet 

m e as ure d  (or c ould  be  m e as ure d  in be t te r w ays ). 

Som e   ind ic a tors  tha t  ne e d  be t te r m e as ure m e nt  inc lude :

• Design: design is often being measured by number of 
patents. Would be useful to identify additional ways. 

• Material extraction : few statistical classifications 

distinguish the use of raw materials by source.
• Production : few statistical classifications separate 

circular economy activities from other business 

activities.
• Logistics: there is no indicator for logistics related to 

the circular economy.



So u rc e | UNECE)

• I t  w ill be  c ruc ia l to  ide nt ify w ho  is  
re s p o ns ib le  for t rac king  and  
re port ing  on the  9  Rs : Re fus e , 
Re think, Re duc e , Re us e , Re pair, 
Re furb is h, Re m anufac ture , 
Re purpos e , Re c yc le  and  Re c ove r.

Brid g ing  Da t a  Ga p s : 
W ho  c a n  he lp ?  

https://www.stat.fi/tup/kiertotalous/kiertotalousliiketoiminnan-indikaattorit-2020_en.html#kauppa_ja_palvelut


Sum m a ry

ECTD | March 2023

• Circ ular t rade  c an he lp  re duc e  w as te , im prove  
re s ourc e  e ffic ie nc y, and  inc re as e  
c om pe t it ive ne s s .

• The  t rans it ion to  c irc ular t rade  fac e s  
c halle nge s  of m onitoring , s t andard izat ion, and  
data  c olle c t ion.

• Curre nt  ind ic ators  for c irc ular e c onom y 
p rogre s s  are  lim ite d , not  unifie d  and  not  w e ll 
linke d  to  t rade . 

• Ne w  ind ic ators  c ould  foc us  on de s ign m ate ria l 
life  c yc le  and  e xt rac t ion, p roduc t ion, and  
log is t ic s , w hile  a llow ing  for a  t rade - re la te d  
pe rs pe c t ive .



W a y fo rw a rd  

• Involve the circular and trade communities in 
data discussions.

• Share knowledge through Circular STEP, UNECE's 
Circular Economy Stakeholder Engagement 
Program ( LinkedIn Group ). 

• Join the next circular economy discussions at the 
side events to the 70th session of UNECE.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/circular-economy-team-404250236/


UNECE ECTD t o o ls
Transparency & Traceability

Textiles
Agriculture Critical raw materialsInnovations Policies &Awareness

UNECE UNDA-funded project 
“Accelerating transition 

towards a circular economy 
in UNECE region” (2021-

2024), 550,000 USD. 
Supporting governments in 

assessing gaps and 
developing roadmaps for 

circular transition in specific 
sectors (agri-food, textile 

industry). 



Co n t a c t
Ms. Elisabeth Türk
Dire c tor, Ec onom ic  Coope rat ion and  Trade  Divis ion 
Unite d  Nat ions  Ec onom ic  Com m is s ion for Europe
e lis abe th.tue rk@un.org

Inspired by Circular STEP

mailto:elisabeth.tuerk@un.org
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