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EDITORIAL
IF THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY ISN’T CIRCULATING, LET’S MOVE BEYOND THE NARRATIVE

For years, the circular economy has been portrayed as the perfect solution to sustainability issues: a system capable of reducing
waste, cutting emissions, and ensuring economic growth without depleting the planet (EMF, 2013; 2015). A kind of magic potion
that could transform waste into resources and generate an endless virtuous cycle. But the reality is quite different: today, the
circular economy is not circulating enough.

The numbers speak for themselves. The Circularity Gap Report (2024) shows that the global circularity rate has dropped from 9.1%
in 2018 to 7.2% in 2023. In other words, the world is becoming less and less able to reuse materials to create new resources. Not
only that: over the past six years, the global economy has consumed 582 billion tons of materials, almost as much as was used
throughout the entire 20th century. The current production system is pushing ecosystems beyond their limits while the Earth's
biocapacity is increasingly shrinking (Siegel, 2021).

According to the Circular Economy Report in Italy (2024), the country is a European leader in investments and employment in the
sector. With €12.4 billion invested in 2021 and over 613,000 workers, Italy is among the most advanced nations. However, when
it comes to concrete results, challenges emerge: Italy's recycling rate remains at 33.8%, well below the EU average of 46.2% and
far from the 65% target.

European and national policies are trying to reverse the trend (EU, 2018; 2021). The EU Green Deal and new regulations on
packaging, critical raw materials, and waste management are important steps, but they are not enough. The issue runs deeper
and requires structural changes. The Circularity Gap Report 2024 highlights that bridging this gap requires bold policies, financial
reforms that penalize unsustainable products, and investments in skills for the ecological transition.

However, as demonstrated by Kirchherr (2017), who analyzed 114 different definitions of the circular economy, the concept itself
remains ambiguous and qualitative, making its actual measurement difficult. Current indicators, including those developed by the
European Commission (Moraga et al., 2019), are still unable to fully assess the circularity of a system, leading to differing
conclusions depending on the metrics adopted (Spina et al., 2025). This methodological gap further complicates the adoption of
effective strategies.

Adopting the principles of the circular economy should lead to a reduction in the use of natural resources, increased use of
recyclable materials and renewable energy, lower emissions and waste, and the preservation of the economic value of products
through extended lifespan (Cembalo et al., 2020). While the narrative is compelling, the current implementation of circular
principles is still hindered by concrete difficulties. Many companies claim to adopt circular economy principles, but in practice,
only 65% have implemented genuinely circular processes. The agri-food sector, for instance, still struggles to integrate sustainable
management models. Additionally, the high cost of technologies and the lack of adequate incentives slow down the
transformation of the production system.

There is also a deeper issue: the widespread belief that the circular economy can guarantee infinite economic growth while
reducing waste. De Man & Friege (2016) point out that this is one of the great illusions of circularity: while material reuse is a step
forward, excessive resource consumption continues to rise. The Sustainable Development Goals Report (2015) confirms that,
despite improvements in production efficiency, global material consumption is steadily increasing, driven by economic models
that encourage hyper-consumption, planned obsolescence, and ever-shorter product life cycles.

Companies struggle to adopt truly sustainable models, even when they have the necessary technical knowledge. The transition to
circular economy management models is not just about introducing new technologies; it requires a structural transformation of
the entire production system and a cultural shift (De Jesus & Mendonga, 2018). According to Geels' (2002) socio-technical
transition theory, systemic change is possible only when three key elements align: the "landscape" (macro-economic, political,
and environmental changes), the "regime" (established practices and existing institutional structures), and the "niches" (emerging
innovations). Without alignhment among these factors, change risks remain confined to isolated experiments, incapable of
transforming the entire system.

The current international scenario could be a turning point. Major economic transitions never occur in times of stability. Often,
they result from global crises, geopolitical shifts, or structural market changes. In recent years, the pandemic disrupted supply
chains, the war in Ukraine reshaped the energy and raw materials market, and climate change is accelerating the need for new
production models. These shocks have highlighted the urgency of rethinking economic and production systems, pushing many
countries to seek greater self-sufficiency, reduce dependence on foreign resources, and invest in more resilient solutions.

In the agri-food sector, these changes are even more evident. From the Neolithic Agricultural Revolution to the Green Revolution
of the 20th century, major changes in food production have been driven by economic, social, or environmental necessities. Today,
climate crisis, food insecurity, and increasing volatility in agricultural markets are pushing the sector toward a new production
model. Droughts, soil degradation, and rising energy costs are challenging intensive agriculture, paving the way for more
sustainable practices such as regenerative agriculture, waste recovery, and the valorization of by-products (FAO, 2020). At the
same time, recent geopolitical crises have highlighted the risks of excessive reliance on imports, leading many countries to
strengthen local supply chains and invest in more resilient production models (OECD, 2024).
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In the food industry, startups and established companies are investing in the recovery of agricultural waste to create new products,
from bioplastics to cosmetic ingredients. Additionally, the use of agricultural residues for biogas production is emerging as a
significant opportunity: organic waste, such as fruit and vegetable scraps, is transformed into renewable energy, reducing
emissions and contributing to energy sustainability (Modica et al., 2024). These examples demonstrate that with the right
regulatory and financial support, the circular economy can become a concrete reality.

Every goal, especially one so ambitious, requires effort and time, but we can no longer afford to procrastinate. A deep revision of
political and economic priorities is needed, along with adaptations in corporate policies and production models and a cultural
transformation involving all social actors, including consumers (Borrello et al., 2017; Raimondo et al., 2024). Without changes in
purchasing and consumption habits and without greater awareness of the impact of individual choices, the circular economy will
remain an unfinished idea. The illusion of a waste-free world is not enough: concrete efforts are needed to reduce energy demand,
slow down the depletion of natural resources, and decisively focus on eco-design. As Nelson Mandela once said, "It always seems
impossible until it is done."
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