
   
 

   
 



   
 

   
 

1.0 Introduction 

Ireland is currently a laggard in terms of circular economy performance compared to European 

counterparts, as found in the ‘Circular Economy Gap Report’ with a national circularity rate of 2.7%. 

(published by the Dutch organisation ‘Circle Economy’ in 2024, report commissioned by the 

Department of Climate, Energy and the Environment). The anticipated EU Circular Economy Act, 

which is expected to be introduced in 2026, plans for an EU Circularity rate of 24% by 2030, up from 

the current EU average circularity rate of 11.8%. Ireland must also work to meet this legally binding 

EU target or risk the associated EU fines/penalties and fall behind other nations, which will attract 

inward investment based on their circular economy performance. The below analysis will provide a 

comprehensive and rigorously researched pathway to accelerate and improve Irish circular 

economy performance, with key recommendations for national policy strategy.  In this light, our 

submission will explore the various measures needed to improve Ireland’s Circularity rate, from an 

academic, applied research, funding and broader societal perspective.  

Increased funding for circular economy research and education is needed across Irish regions, to 

promote a fair and just transition for a circular economy in Ireland, which creates sustainable jobs 

and leaves no-one in society behind. This funding is required across Ireland, but particularly in 

peripheral and regional locations to accelerate a circular economy, whilst helping to create a fairer 

more sustainable society, in both urban and rural locations. More nuanced research is needed at 

Technological Universities across Ireland to boost and support regional CE initiatives which are 

tailored to local regions and communities across Ireland, regional. Technological Universities are 

well placed to lead circular economy developments, through local networks and industry/community 

connections in their respective regions. Furthermore, the creation of professorships to lead circular 

economy transformations is also vital and will allow regional Technological Universities act as 

regional leaders and initiators of circular economy initiatives. This policy change is urgent to allow 

for fair, equitable and sustainable regional development within the Higher Education sector, across 

Ireland. 

Technological Universities are well placed to become National and/or Regional ‘Centres of 

Excellence’ for the circular economy with national funding support, as mentioned in the draft circular 

economy strategy. This would be akin to the recently concluded four-year £30 million UKRI 

Interdisciplinary Circular Economy Hub-NICER programme based at the University of Exeter, with 

five regional specialised research centres, distributed across the UK, more details: CE-Hub - CE 

Hub. This investment would allow Technological Universities in Ireland to conduct regionally 

nuanced (e.g., MTU would focus on the proximal Pharmaceutical, Agri-food and Technology sectors, 

https://ce-hub.org/circular-economy-hub-ce-hub/
https://ce-hub.org/circular-economy-hub-ce-hub/


   
 

   
 

located across the Munster region) and independent circular economy research, based on regional 

expertise across the country. In turn, this would build regional capacity for a circular economy, while 

also promoting a fair and sustainable circular economy transition in Ireland. This is particularly 

relevant to the circular economy, considering implications for community and regional development 

across Ireland. Furthermore, Centres of Excellence based at Technological Universities, could 

support the set up and roll out of ‘Regional Circular Economy Hubs’ (as mentioned by Minister Alan 

Dillon in his opening address to the EPA Circular Economy Conference on September 24 th 2025), 

through Industry Engagement Officers, Researchers and; relevant student cohorts, in turn bridging 

the skills-gap in this space. These regionalised Centres of Excellence would also be well placed to 

support industrial symbiosis (resource exchange) activities between industries in geographic 

proximity and act as an independent conduit and long-term facilitator for cross-sectoral circular 

economy collaborations. The above insights illustrate the win-win potential for regional economic 

and sustainable development, through further governmental support for circular economy initiatives. 

Please note, Dr. Aodhan Newsholme, Author of this report, has studied these above circular 

economy regional development topics internationally, he has published papers in peer reviewed 

journal/books and holds a PhD in this area-the above analysis draws directly on his and other 

international academics research findings, over the past number of years.  

The below suggestions will require collaboration for initiating, sustaining and implementation of 

circular economy strategies across relevant governmental departments/agencies (and the 

associated Ministers, Policies, Strategies,  Regulations), including; The Department of Climate, 

Energy and the Environment; Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science; Department of Transport, Department of Enterprise, Tourism and Employment, 

Department of Rural and Community Development and the Gaeltacht; Department of Housing and 

Local Government and Heritage, Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine; Higher Education 

Authority; Environmental Protection Agency; SOLAS; Failte Ireland; Western Development 

Commission; Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland; Transport Infrastructure Ireland; National 

Transport Authority; Food Safety Authority of Ireland; Enterprise Ireland; IDA Ireland; IBEC; Local 

Enterprise Offices; Construction Industry Federation of Ireland; Health Service Executive; The 

Economic and Social Research Institute; Local County Councils; Regional Business Improvement 

Districts; Local Chambers of Commerce; Inter-Trade Ireland; Invest Northern Ireland; and other 

appropriate State/Semi-State Agencies across the island of Ireland.  

Interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary and cross-departmental collaboration is necessary to overcome 

circularity challenges, to target policies to local regions and/or sectors and for the circular economy 



   
 

   
 

to evolve successfully in the long term, with potential co-benefits from a circular economy transition 

to be realised across the environment, politics, industry and wider society, over the long term.  

2.0 Academic Research and the circular economy  

Academic research underpins innovation, policy evidence, evaluation, and capacity building. To 

maximise its contribution to Ireland’s circular economy transition, the following analysis illustrates 

changes needed in the academic space to accelerate circular economy actions in Ireland.  

2.1 Interdisciplinary research for a comprehensive circular economy approach 

-Circular economy challenges are systemic, global and cross sectoral, whilst simultaneously 

affecting all points along the value chain and business/policy functions, including; product design, 

engineering. supply chain management, marketing, retail management, infrastructure development, 

business model innovation, waste management, social/public policy and behavioural change. 

Hence, national circular economy research programmes should promote and encourage 

interdisciplinarity (e.g., between engineering, environmental sciences, economics, social sciences 

and design), to ensure that the technological, behavioural, governance, economic and social 

dimensions of circularity are addressed systemically and cohesively, which in turn limits the potential 

unintended consequences of a circular economy transition in different sectors and parts of society.  

2.2 Research in priority sectors for Ireland to secure circular materials  

-Prioritise research in sectors where circular potential is high and where Ireland has the relevant 

skills and competitive advantage, such as; construction, manufacturing, packaging, agri-food, 

agriculture, bioeconomy, technology and pharmaceuticals.  

-Examine and evaluate value chain challenges and consider implications of; design for repair/reuse, 

logistics for reuse, take-back systems, waste streams of potential concern in a circular economy (for 

example, textiles, plastics, electronics, packaging, food), the associated regulations and implications 

for resource recovery in Ireland.  

-Recognise the necessity to secure rare earth metals and materials at the national level to help 

support resilient innovation and production in the pharmaceutical, medical and technology sectors 

in Ireland in the coming years. Securing resources for a circular economy, is cited in the ‘EU Clean 

Industrial Deal 2025’, as an important mechanism to build a sustainable and competitive European 

Union, which does not rely on global nations for raw materials. As there are social, environmental 

and economic procurement risks which can hamper sourcing channels due to geopolitical tensions, 



   
 

   
 

climate-related distribution issues and pandemic shocks-as was witnessed throughout global supply 

chains during Covid-19.   

2.3 Integrate circular economy research with national policymaking 

-Encourage co-creation of research agendas with policymakers, regulatory agencies, local 

authorities, industry, and civil society so that research outputs are directly relevant to policy. 

Additionally, if research is co-funded from a broad range of stakeholders, this will help boost 

societal/industrial ‘buy-in’ as many stakeholders have inputted their perspective into the agenda and 

will feel directly involved in the process. This will increase the chances of long term and sustainable 

circular economy success, across all locations of the country, different industrial sectors and 

throughout different sections of Irish society.  

-Establish or enhance mechanisms for regular knowledge exchange: e.g. formal advisory boards, 

joint funding calls, policy fellowship placements for academics in government, and vice versa. 

2.4 Capacity Building and Institutional Supports 

-Increase funding for doctoral and postdoc positions in areas relevant to CE. This helps build human 

capital. 

-Strengthen the institutional capacity of universities, institutes of technology, and technical institutes 

to engage in CE research: grant writing, project management, interdisciplinary collaboration. 

2.5 Monitoring and Evaluation 

Robust evaluation of pilot projects, funding schemes, and policy interventions is necessary for 

learning. This includes setting baselines, measurable targets, and defining indicators. More support 

for long term and longitudinal research: to track adoption, economic, social, environmental outcomes 

over time. 

3.0 Embedding circular economy across education 

Education is essential for delivering the skills needed for the circular transition in Ireland. 

Interdisciplinary education is also key to raise awareness, cultural change and build citizen 

engagement for an inclusive circular economy, across the island of Ireland. The below analysis 

highlights the important connections between education and circularity.  

 

 



   
 

   
 

3.1 Higher education for a circular economy 

-Embed circular economy content in curricula of all relevant disciplines including; engineering, 

construction, business, design, social sciences, architecture, agriculture, environmental science, 

materials science, food science and chemistry, not only in elective modules but also in core 

compulsory content of degrees and training programmes. Promote interdisciplinary circular 

economy programmes at Masters level, which are now in place across the UK and the EU, to ensure 

Ireland has the high quality skills needed for a circular economy transition and to ensure we do not 

fall behind in this space. Masters level projects could also incorporate experiential learning, for 

example through: internships, industry academia projects, labs focusing on repair/remanufacture 

and industrial ecology implementation.  

-Provide low-cost professional development funding and opportunities for those in the workforce 

(engineers, architects, product designers, supply chain and strategy managers, waste management 

employees, policymakers, local government officials) so they can update skills relevant to circular 

design, product lifecycles, policy, regulation and waste management for a circular economy. This 

will ensure skills can be directly implemented in the workforce, aster completing the course, in turn 

promoting circular economy activities and having direct impact in practice.  

3.2 Further education training to support a circular economy 

-Acknowledge and recognise the vitally important role of; technicians, repairers, refurbishers, 

remanufacture, reuse are frequently undervalued. Training and accreditation for repair, reuse 

networks, reuse businesses should be scaled up. Incorporate circular economy modules in 

apprenticeship programmes in relevant trades (e.g. electrical, building, textile, mechanics), 

valorising reuse/repair/design for durability. Incentivise people with these vital circular economy 

skills who have emigrated abroad to return to Ireland, through monetary incentives and a clear long 

term career path vision.  

3.3 Public awareness, communications and engagement for a circular economy 

-Develop public education campaigns in partnership with educational institutions: Free open 

courses, community workshops, local authority run education in the circular economy space based 

on their local challenges. Encourage civic participation in reuse/repair/redistribution networks to help 

encourage behavioural change for a circular economy.  Furthermore, communications for the 

Circular Economy needs to be improved and terminology simplified to connect with the general-

public and different sectors across Irish society.  Policy urgently needs to move away from the term 

‘Waste’ and shift the terminology to ‘Resource’ consistently throughout public communications, to 



   
 

   
 

place a greater emphasis and value on materials. Waste should not exist in a truly circular economy. 

Regulatory and infrastructure changes will also be needed to divert discussions away from waste 

management and towards resource management. This will better support materials being reused in 

a circular economy and not discarded as waste in the current linear economic system, due to 

outdated national waste management legislation.  

While steps have been taken such as the creation of ‘Circular.ie’, to improve public communications 

for a Circular Economy. Communication efforts need to be rapidly increased on and tested on a 

more widespread basis, through multiple outreach and promotional channels to increase reach and 

buy-in from the public. Following this, successful circular economy communication strategies can 

then be replicated and further developed across Irish regions, with the associated public outreach 

investment over the long term to support a widespread circular economy transition, across all 

demographics and sections of society.  

Particular attention should be given to ‘hard to reach’ communities and vulnerable communities, who 

may not usually get a chance for their voice to be heard on these matters. In doing so, this will help 

to promote a fair, inclusive and equitable circular economy transition, this suggestion is also 

corroborated by the recent analysis and findings of the ‘Just Transition Commission of Ireland 

Introductory Report 2025’.  It is vitally important that Just Transition principles are embedded in all 

aspects of the Circular Economy Strategy 2026-2028. We argue strongly in favour of Just Transition 

principles to be at the forefront of the National circular economy strategy, in turn leaving no-one in 

society behind, as outlined in the EU Green Deal, whilst adhering to the objectives of international 

sustainable development.  

4.0 Funding mechanisms to support a circular economy 

-Funding is central to enabling research, innovation, education, infrastructure, and behaviour 

change. To ensure effectiveness, funding systems should be coherent, long-term, accessible, and 

inclusive. CE transitions require longer timeframes (design cycles, infrastructure, behaviour 

change). Short projects (under 2 years) are often insufficient and only reach a pilot stage of a study. 

Funding bodies, such as government, EPA, Enterprise Ireland, Research Ireland, SEAI should 

support longer circular economy research programmes, by providing multiphase funding to move 

from pilots to implementation, in turn incorporating a long-term vision and buy-in from various 

stakeholders. This has been reflected in long term funding of projects lasting between 5 and 7 years 

at the EU level, in terms of the prestigious and impactful European Research Council (ERC) grants, 

which could be reflected in Irish circular economy funding schemes.  



   
 

   
 

 

4.1 Support for community groups promoting sufficiency in a circular economy 

-Simplify application procedures and reduce administrative burden for small-scale entities. Many 

SMEs or community organisations lack grant writing capacity, which IKC3 has experienced directly 

through our community engagement work. Provide matched funding, co-financing or micro-grants 

for locally embedded circular economy projects, e.g. local repair cafes, reuse hubs and community 

composting. Support regional hubs or shared infrastructures that can serve multiple organisations. 

Many of these community groups are promoting sufficiency and regenerative approaches to the 

circular economy, which are widely considered the most impactful strategies for a circular economy 

and directly address SDG 12 ‘Responsible Consumption and Production’ which is vitally needed in 

Ireland to move away from the current linear economic system. For more details, see ERC funded 

project, Circular X Circular X - experimentation with circular business models | Circular X, led by 

Professor Nancy Bocken based at Maastricht University for globally cutting edge work on these 

topics.  

4.2 Incentives and support for business model innovation 

-Taxation changes, purchasing, and regulatory incentives for circular design, reuse, durability, 

recycled content will help create demand and markets for circular innovations. Innovation grants 

should allow for experimentation and risk; provide funding for prototype design, lifecycle 

assessments, material circularity, business model innovation. Provide support for scaling up viable 

circular business models: financial instruments, investment readiness, venture funding, social 

enterprise funding, etc. 

4.3         Transparency and evaluating unintended consequences of a 

circular economy 

-Improve the evaluation and dissemination of outcomes from funded projects, including economic, 

environmental, and social dimensions. Use funding to generate public good: open data, case 

studies, toolkits etc., to further amplify impact. Monitor for unintended consequences (e.g. unequal 

impacts, negative knock-on effects, greenwashing). There is also a strong need to undertake both 

a Social and Environmental ‘Life Cycle Assessment’ which includes, economic, environmental and 

social implications of a circular economy transition across the entire value chain, to help ensure 

policies are sustainable in the long term, for all sections of society.  

 

https://www.circularx.eu/en


   
 

   
 

 

5.0 Overall Recommendations  

The draft whole of government circular economy strategy 2026-2028 (and as mentioned by Minister 

Alan Dillon at the EPA Circular Economy Conference in September 2025), cites the ambition to raise 

Ireland’s circularity rate by 2 percentage points each year with the aim to reach a circularity rate of 

11.8% by 2030 (the current EU average, as stated in point 2. of the Consultation questions). 

However, we strongly recommend this to be reviewed as an EU member state, forward planning is 

required to align the Irish target directly with the expected EU target of a circularity rate of 24% by 

2030 (see European Commission webpage for more details: Circular Economy - Environment - 

European Commission), to ensure consistency between EU/National policy and to achieve the 

overarching legally binding EU target in Ireland. As currently planned in the draft strategy, the circular 

economy target is inconsistent between the EU and national scale of governance, which will likely 

create confusion amongst industry, NGO’s, civil society and local agencies, which risks stalling 

circular economy progress in Ireland, at this vital time for action.  

Ireland must also look internationally to evaluate how other nations have pursued circular economy 

activities and incorporate learning from these initiatives into the national circular economy strategy 

2026-2028. Internationally renowned and respected examples include the following: ‘Zero Waste 

Scotland’ (Zero Waste Scotland | Inspiring change to fight the climate crisis), the nationally funded 

public body and voice for the Circular Economy in Scotland; ‘Green Tech Valley’ (Welcome to Green 

Tech Valley), a leading public-private-partnership cluster in the southern region of Austria; and the 

visionary national ‘Circular Dutch Economy by 2050’ strategy (Circular Dutch economy by 2050 | 

Circular economy | Government.nl), developed by the Government of the Netherlands.  

Below are specific and actionable recommendations for consideration in the final national Circular 

Economy Strategy 2026-2028. We take an overarching and interdisciplinary circular economy 

perspective, which includes various stakeholder considerations in the below analysis. 

 5.1 Apply a Systems approach to the Circular Economy  

A systems approach is required to address circular economy challenges and limit unintended 

consequences of a circular economy transition in society. For example, in terms of ionising 

regulations, there are legislative upper limits for the gamma radiation doses permitted from building 

materials. It's possible that increasing circularity in building materials could inadvertently introduce 

gamma radiation, hence the need for a systems approach with cross-sectoral experts involved and 

https://environment.ec.europa.eu/strategy/circular-economy_en#:~:text=Right%20now%2C%20Europe%E2%80%99s%20circularity%20rate%20is%20about%2012%25%2C,public%20consultation%20on%20the%20upcoming%20Circular%20Economy%20Act.
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/strategy/circular-economy_en#:~:text=Right%20now%2C%20Europe%E2%80%99s%20circularity%20rate%20is%20about%2012%25%2C,public%20consultation%20on%20the%20upcoming%20Circular%20Economy%20Act.
https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/
https://www.greentech.at/en/
https://www.greentech.at/en/
https://www.government.nl/topics/circular-economy/circular-dutch-economy-by-2050
https://www.government.nl/topics/circular-economy/circular-dutch-economy-by-2050


   
 

   
 

collaboration across departments.  We suggest the need to map opportunities for accelerating 

circularity performance, which also have co-benefits in other areas, and can simultaneously meet 

other national ambitions (for example, meeting Net Zero targets, reducing landfill waste, improving 

social prosperity rates, accelerating large-scale infrastructure delivery, boosting regional economic 

development and addressing the housing crisis). This will require cross-sectoral and departmental 

collaboration between government, society and industry to achieve potential co-benefits from a 

circular economy transition in Irish society.  

5.2 Develop a circular economy skills roadmap across Irish educational levels 

Map current educational offerings (primary, secondary, further, higher) in circular economy related 

education, in turn identifying gaps for future circular economy skills needs in Ireland. Develop 

national curriculum guidance for circular economy content across educational levels, to ensure a 

systematic approach to education for a circular economy, from primary school to further/higher 

education, in Ireland. Allocate funding and resources to teacher training, curriculum development 

and educational resource development to promote circular economy thinking at primary and 

secondary level education in Ireland, which will help promote, embed and sustain the societal 

behavioural change needed for a circular economy, in the long term.  

5.3 Improve and enhance the Circular Economy Innovation Grant Scheme 

Increase funding for research, education and implementation activities, which promote circular 

economy developments in Ireland. Expand awareness and simplify circular economy grant 

applications for smaller stakeholders (e.g., SMEs, NGOs and community groups) and provide more 

support/mentoring for applicants, for a more inclusive approach to grant application systems and to 

encourage wider sections of society to apply for circular economy funding, in turn helping to finance 

and build a fairer more equitable circular economy, across Irish regions.   

5.4 Establish inter-departmental research funding calls for a circular economy 

Improve joint calls between departments, to ensure alignment with multiple policy goals. Encourage 

projects that address multiple dimensions (e.g., materials, behaviour change, environmental 

psychology, circular design, eco-engineering, broad circular economy skills and the associated 

social dimensions). 

5.5 Support workforce development and skills for the circular economy 

Fund re-skilling programmes for sectors likely to be impacted by a circular economy transition (e.g., 

construction, manufacturing, textiles, electronics), to future-proof skills and support a fair and 



   
 

   
 

equitable transition to circular economy-based roles.  For example, in the construction sector which 

is rapidly evolving in Ireland due to the need for housing, infrastructure and offices, while at the 

same time construction and demolition waste represents the largest contribution to landfill in Ireland. 

If waste segregation and the required technical skills are improved (to remove bituminous waste), 

this will transform what was once a construction waste into an input resource, which could enter 

production loops to substitute for raw materials. There will also be new regulatory and testing skills 

required for this to ensure the materials meet high quality standards in a circular economy. Strong 

emphasis should also be placed on refurbishing housing, buildings and offices. Instead of building 

completely new buildings as this is more sustainable and improves the social dimensions of a 

circular economy and may help to improve local communities. Schemes should be improved to help 

incentivise restoring derelict buildings, from a circular economy perspective. Furthermore, 

incentivise employers to encourage continuous learning and re-skilling, to ensure employees have 

the required skills in a future circular economy. For example, construction workers will require skills 

for building restoration, quantity surveyors will require skills for material re-use in building, waste 

management providers will require improved waste segregation skills and environmental inspectors 

will need to be able to assess reused material quality in a circular economy.  

5.6 Promote International Collaboration and Learning 

Encourage Irish academic and education institutions to partner with EU / global CE research 

networks. Promote EU funding opportunities from undergraduate level to raise awareness of careers 

in circular economy research, which will be vital in the coming years (Horizon Europe, LIFE, Marie-

Curie programmes) and ensure cofounding potential with industry. Provide more support and 

awareness building to all researchers in the circular economy area for this, to improve grant success 

rates internationally.  

5.6 Social Inclusion, Regional Equity and Just Transition in a circular economy 

Funding and educational supports must reach rural communities across Ireland. Research must 

include socio-economic, health, fairness dimensions. Educational opportunities should not be 

concentrated in a few urban centres. Hence the need for the creation of professorships at 

Technological Universities as a matter of urgency. 

6.0 Concluding remarks and key takeaway points 

The circular economy is a rapidly evolving topic. Final important suggestions include creating a 

‘National Circular Economy Taskforce’ in 2026 (with leading members from Academia, Community 

groups, Industry, National/Local Policy and Environmental organisations), like the recently 



   
 

   
 

established ‘Circular Economy Taskforce’, in place in the UK since 2024. This will allow for timely 

feedback on circular economy matters and will also help provide a wide range of expert advice on 

evolving Circular Economy issues to the relevant Ministers and Departments in Ireland (akin to 

NPHET group established during Covid-19 pandemic, to ensure we are ‘Following the Science’ on 

future Circular Economy developments in Ireland).  

Reduced VAT rate for Repair services in Ireland will also be crucial to make Repair economically 

viable for both consumers and Repair providers across Irish regions (this policy measure is currently 

in place in France and Sweden). Furthermore, an innovative policy measure to provide Irish 

households with an annual ‘Repair Voucher’ to the value of 250 euro, which can be redeemed with 

local repair shops would help boost the repair sector in the coming years and make it a viable career 

opportunity across rural Irish regions (this policy measure is currently in place in Austria). 

Finally, government policy must lead by example and promote circular economy activities, it is time 

to include second hand bicycles in the national ‘Cycle to work scheme’ to make second hand 

purchases the norm for bicycles and bicycle equipment. Also widening this scheme to include 

pensioners, students and people who are out of work would also be better aligned to sustainable 

development principles and promoting a circular society in Ireland. This would also help promote 

the repair sector for bicycles in Ireland and create long term skilled employment in this sector, which 

is also very much needed for a sustainable, inclusive and equitable circular economy.  

The above analysis is based directly on international circular economy academic research in this 

space. It also draws on our experiences through various educational, research and external 

engagements as part of the IKC3 project over the past three years in Ireland. As a final note, it is 

crucial that there is increased and sustained circular economy funding to Higher Education 

Institutions in Ireland for the long term as many of these challenges do not have short term fixes, 

they long term commitment and continued investment. This will help ensure Irish Higher Education 

Institutions can research, educate and lead a fair and sustainable circular economy transition, over 

the next decade and to compete with our European counterparts in this space.  

 

If you would like to discuss any of the above matters in further details or have any questions, 

please contact Aodhan.Newsholme@mtu.ie 

Thank you, Dr. Aodhan Newsholme on behalf of IKC3  

 


