
Circular Economy 101
Prepared by the Recycling Council of Alberta



What is the circular economy?

In the circular economy, 
materials never become waste 
and nature is regenerated.

It is a new way to design, make, 
and use things within planetary 
boundaries.

Illustration: Circle EconomyAdapted from the Ellen MacArthur Foundation.

https://www.circle-economy.com/
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/


The circular economy is based on the 
principles of:

• Designing out waste and pollution

• Keeping products and materials in use

• Regenerating natural systems

Adapted from the Ellen MacArthur Foundation.

https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/
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Why does it matter?

• Environmental reasons (waste reduction, emissions cuts)

• Economic reasons (job creation, cost savings, innovation)

• Social reasons (community benefits, resilience)

A linear economy burns through finite resources, contribute to pollution, and creates a lot of garbage. 
This is not good for the economy; it is not good for the environment, and it is not good for business.

Canada currently holds one of the highest per-capita consumption rates globally, yet, our circularity rate 
stands at a mere 6% .

https://cca-reports.ca/reports/the-circular-economy-in-canada/


Why does it matter?

Source the Ellen MacArthur Foundation at CCES 2025



Why does it 
matter?

Image: Closed Loop Partners



Why does it matter?

Source: McKinsey & Company (2015). Europe’s Circular Economy Opportunity.

https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Business%20Functions/Sustainability/Our%20Insights/Europes%20circular%20economy%20opportunity/Europes%20circulareconomy%20opportunity.ashx#:~:text=The%20modeling3%20for%202030%20suggests,points%20more%20in%20GDP%20terms.


Alberta Context
The circular economy will benefit Albertans and Alberta’s economy by boosting Alberta’s economic resilience and 

mitigating the environmental impact of business activities while supporting job creation and economic growth.

This can happen when investments and activities that reflect the circular economy focus on:

• reducing pressure on and extending the life of Alberta’s natural resources,

• stimulating innovation in design, usage and the way materials or products are processed,

• creating opportunities for strengthened relationships between product or service providers and their customers (e.g., 

repair and reliability),

• enabling new ways to offer services (e.g., products as services),

• eliminating the need for low value and high-cost post-consumer material and resource management practices (e.g., 

landfilling, incineration) and

• helping to tackle climate change, biodiversity loss and pollution.
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R-Strategies for a Circular Economy

Adapted from: Circularise (https://www.circularise.com/blogs/r-strategies-for-a-circular-economy) and PBL 
(2017), Circular Economy: Measuring Innovation in the Product Chain, J. Potting, M. Hekkert, E. Worrell et al.

Recycling Council of Alberta Adapted R-Ladder
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Short Loops

Short loops are higher up on the ladder since they are more 
circular approaches with shorter, more efficient loops that quickly 
return materials to productive use.

Smarter manufacturing and use of products
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Medium Loops

Medium loops sit in the middle of the ladder because they extend 
the life of products before materials need to be significantly altered 
or reprocessed. 

Extending the life of a product
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Long Loops

Long loops are lower on the lass since they are less circular 
approaches with longer loops, which take more time, energy, or 
resources to bring materials back into productive use.

Material processing and/or conversion
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Circular Economy in Action

Case Studies & Stories



Construction

99% of building materials 

can be salvaged through deconstruction.

Sources:
• International Resource Panel. Resource Efficiency and Climate Change: Material Efficiency Strategies for a Low-Carbon Future.
• LightHouse. Blueprint for Change. 2023.

40% of global CO2 emissions associated with material 

production come from the construction industry.

https://www.resourcepanel.org/sites/default/files/documents/document/media/resource_efficiency_and_climate_change_full_report.pdf
https://www.resourcepanel.org/sites/default/files/documents/document/media/resource_efficiency_and_climate_change_full_report.pdf
https://www.resourcepanel.org/sites/default/files/documents/document/media/resource_efficiency_and_climate_change_full_report.pdf
https://www.resourcepanel.org/sites/default/files/documents/document/media/resource_efficiency_and_climate_change_full_report.pdf
https://www.light-house.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/LH-Blueprint-for-Change-screen.pdf
https://www.light-house.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/LH-Blueprint-for-Change-screen.pdf


Northmark Materials Lighthouse Alberta Waste and Recycling

Northstar New West Gypsum CELC

Circular Construction Leaders



Food Waste

22% of global emissions and 30% of energy 

consumption come from the food sector. 

1/3 of all food produced is wasted, and food waste 

continues to be the top product found in landfills.

Canadians waste $20 billion, 2.3 million tonnes, and 

$1300 per household annually on food.

Sources: 
1. The World Economic Forum (WEF)
2. Ellen MacArthur Foundation
3. Love Food Hate Waste Canada

https://www.weforum.org/stories/2021/10/7-surprising-facts-to-know-about-the-circular-economy-for-cop26/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2021/10/7-surprising-facts-to-know-about-the-circular-economy-for-cop26/
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/a-new-textiles-economy
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/a-new-textiles-economy
https://lovefoodhatewaste.ca/about/campaign-partners/partner-with-us/
https://lovefoodhatewaste.ca/about/campaign-partners/partner-with-us/


The Connected Kitchen Project Susgrainable

Altroot RCA Circular Food Supply Chain

Food Waste Reduction Champions



Of clothing will be thrown 
out by humanity by 2030

500 billion148 tonnes 500k tonnes
Of textile waste is ending up 
in Canada’s landfills each 
year.

is at stake by adopting 
circular fashion solutions

Textiles

Sources: 
1. The World Economic Forum (WEF)
2. Ellen MacArthur Foundation
3. Fashion Takes Action

https://www.weforum.org/stories/2021/10/7-surprising-facts-to-know-about-the-circular-economy-for-cop26/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2021/10/7-surprising-facts-to-know-about-the-circular-economy-for-cop26/
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/a-new-textiles-economy
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/a-new-textiles-economy
https://www.fashiontakesaction.com/circularity-fashion
https://www.fashiontakesaction.com/circularity-fashion


Textiles

Source: Love your clothes

By keeping clothes in use just 
9 months longer

Less than 1%-30% impact
Of textiles are recycled into 
new clothing 

https://www.loveyourclothes.ca/
https://www.loveyourclothes.ca/


Blenderz Garments Unbelts Last Shot Apparel

Sixone Goodwill Industries of Alberta

Textile Warriors



Supply Chains

The last few years have exposed the fragility of global supply chains. By 

prioritizing domestic remanufacturing, reuse, and repair, the circular 

economy model directly enhances Canada’s supply chain and economic 

resilience, creating new, durable, local jobs, and bolstering domestic value 

retention that is essential for long-term productivity gains.

There is no one-size-fits-all circular solution. Your approach will depend on several factors including your business 

model, sector, value chain, available resources and location. Start anywhere, but take a strategic approach to selecting 

your options.

Guide: National Zero Waste Council Circular Economy Business Toolkit.

https://nzwc.ca/Documents/CircularEconomyBusinessToolkit.pdf


Economics

WRAP UK estimates a circular economy could add £82 billion in Gross 
Value Added and create 550,000 jobs in the UK by 2030.

Sources:
1. WRAP (2022). Levelling Up Through a More Circular Economy
2. McKinsey (2022). Europe’s Circular Economy Opportunity

Circular Economy = £82B Boost

€1.8 Trillion Opportunity
Adopting circular principles could generate a net economic benefit of 
€1.8 trillion by 2030.

https://www.wrap.ngo/sites/default/files/2022-06/LEVELLING%20UP%20THROUGH%20A%20MORE%20CIRCULAR%20ECONOMY__2.pdf
https://www.wrap.ngo/sites/default/files/2022-06/LEVELLING%20UP%20THROUGH%20A%20MORE%20CIRCULAR%20ECONOMY__2.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Business%20Functions/Sustainability/Our%20Insights/Europes%20circular%20economy%20opportunity/Europes%20circulareconomy%20opportunity.ashx#:~:text=The%20modeling3%20for%202030%20suggests,points%20more%20in%20GDP%20terms.
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Business%20Functions/Sustainability/Our%20Insights/Europes%20circular%20economy%20opportunity/Europes%20circulareconomy%20opportunity.ashx#:~:text=The%20modeling3%20for%202030%20suggests,points%20more%20in%20GDP%20terms.


Economic Risks and Opportunities

Source: Circular Economy Leaders Canada (2025). Circular Finance in Canada: Assessing the Risks & Rewards

The problem: Traditional Linear Economy is Unstable
Extraction → Use → Disposal
Leads to resource scarcity, price volatility, vulnerable to trade and supply 
chain disruptions.

The solution: Circular Economy Builds Resilience
More efficient, less reliant on global volatile markets and virgin 
resources.

https://circulareconomyleaders.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Circular-Finance-in-Canada-Assessing-the-Risks-Rewards-FINAL-Nov.-20-2025-V2.pdf


Reuse

Source: Go Unpackaged (2024). 30% Reuse: A Future for the UK

Net new jobs created

13,000+ jobs

Annual savings for producers 

in pEPR costs

£314M – £577M

Annual system savings

(12 to 22% reduction)

£136M

95% less CO₂e

800,000 tonnes saved per year = 1 million 

return flights. 

London  New York

300,000 tonnes per year

= 1,400 Boeing 747s

95% less packaging waste

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/64f87d1ca3b62218f953f0c8/t/68557b025be3d06cb083511a/1750432514856/30percent-reuse-future-for-UK-report-GoUnpackaged.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/64f87d1ca3b62218f953f0c8/t/68557b025be3d06cb083511a/1750432514856/30percent-reuse-future-for-UK-report-GoUnpackaged.pdf


Muuse Sharewares

Circulr Friendlier

Reuse Heroes



Call to Action

How Can You Participate?



Everyday Actions



Become an RCA Member!



Community Actions

• Join local initiatives
• Support circular businesses
• Advocate for policies 



Sector & Organizational Actions

Design for circularity

Shift business models

Collaborate across supply chains



Make circular the default choice

(not the exception) 



Resources

Where to Learn More



RCA Resources

Circular Communities Webpage

Work Integrated Learning (WIL) Hub

On-Farm Composting Guide

Food Rescue Supply Chain Project

RCA Municipal Lending Library Business Case

Municipal Zero Waste Planning Tool-Kit



RCA Resources: Circular Programs, Tools & Guides

Circular Communities Webpage

Work Integrated Learning (WIL) Hub

On-Farm Composting Guide

Food Rescue Supply Chain Project

Contact RCA for partnerships or projects 





“Together, we can advance 
Alberta’s circular economy and 

build a waste-free world.” 
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