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Abstract

Solid waste management has been a complex and evolving challenge for the Philippines. Since its
passage more than two decades ago, Republic Act No. 9003 or the Ecological Solid Waste
Management Act of 2000 has anchored the country’s waste management initiatives. But challenges
persist in the policy’s implementation at both the national and subnational levels. The passage of
the Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) Act of 2022, amending RA 9003, is a positive step
towards improving waste management and achieving a circular economy (CE). But issues remain,
including the need for clarity in the scope and definition of CE, operationalization of PROs, setting
of costs and fees, role of national government agencies (NGAs) and local government units
(LGUs), program targets, and informal sector participation. Nevertheless, recent policy and
institutional developments present avenues for better stakeholder cooperation and collaboration,
and the application of technological solutions and innovations. The government needs to focus on
bridging critical institutional and implementation gaps including adopting a locally appropriate CE
definition and model, encompassing both systems and products, emphasizing resource
management and longevity of materials across their lifecycle, having a CE pathway anchored on
commodity systems and value chains, as well strengthening the grounding and enforcement of
existing policies.

Keywords: locally appropriate circular economy, solid waste management, extended producer
responsibility
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Study on Circular Economy Pathways for Waste Management in the Philippines

Gregorio Rafael P. Bueta, Sonny N. Domingo, Arvie Joy A. Manejar, and Roselle F.
Guadalupe’

1. Introduction

The United Nations Environment Assembly (2021) identified pollution as the third great
environmental crisis of our times, along with climate change and biodiversity loss. The world is
on a trajectory where waste generation will drastically outpace population growth by more than
double by 2050 (Kaza et al. 2018). Unfortunately, the Asia Pacific region is at the forefront of this
global crisis. The World Bank (2021) estimates that 4.8 to 12.7 million tonnes of plastic enter the
oceans annually, with 80% of this total coming from Asia. Further projections see East Asia and
the Pacific generating 602 million tonnes of waste per year by 2030, which increases to 714 million
tonnes by 2050. The Philippines, for instance, has been a top contributor of plastic waste,
generating 2.7 million tonnes of plastic waste per year. Majority of the economy in the country
still leans on the traditional linear model, wherein resources are extracted to produce products that
are immediately discarded after consumption.

Poor solid waste management (SWM) has been one of the major environmental concerns of the
country for decades. One of the main drivers of pollution is plastic use and consumption. In recent
years, plastic pollution, both from land and sea-based sources, has risen to the top of the global
environmental agenda (UNEP 2022). Several conditions including the country’s archipelagic
geographic structure, population growth, little to no incentives for reform, and weak
implementation and enforcement of rules contribute to 35 percent plastics leaking into the open
environment.

Host of factors ranging from increased consumption and economic activity to an increasing
population and urbanization rate, also contribute to the waste crisis. This is evident with the
projected population of the country at 138.67 million by 2055 (Philippine Statistics Authority
2024), high poverty rate of 15.5 percent in 2023 (Philippine Statistics Authority 2023) and
urbanization rate of 54 percent as of 2020 (Philippine Statistics Authority 2022). Living in dense
urban areas, characterized by poor living conditions can only result in generation of more waste
that cannot be handled the country’s stretched an overburdened waste management system.

The seed of this crisis has been planted for several years. Latest figures from the National Solid
Waste Management Commission show a steady increase in solid waste generated from the
projected 13.48 million tons in 2010 to 18.05 million tons in 2020 (DENR 2019).

! Consultant, Senior Research Fellow, Former Research Specialist, and Research Analyst at the Philippine Institute for Development
Studies, respectively.



Other data and projections reflect a much higher amount, with 21.4 million tons in 2020, which is
also expected to rise significantly to 23.6 million tons by 2025 (Kaza et al 2018).

The country’s waste management infrastructure remains inadequate, with only 343 sanitary
landfills (SLFs) currently operating nationwide, supported by 12,855 materials recovery facilities
(MRFs) (DENR 2024). Despite the enactment of the Ecological Solid Waste Management Act (RA
9003), which devolves waste segregation and collection responsibilities to the barangay level, the
solid waste management (SWM) system continues to be challenged by the rapidly increasing
volume of waste and the lack of corresponding resources and infrastructure (WWF 2020, p.2).
Additional constraints, including limited land availability for waste facilities and high capital
investment requirements, have compelled local government units (LGUs) to adopt clustered
landfill arrangements. These challenges are further compounded by bureaucratic processes that
contribute to delays in planning and implementation.

The waste crisis can also lead to catastrophic consequences for the people and the environment.
Open dumpsites can cause the following harmful effects (DENR-EMB 2019, p.4): “Leachate from
solid waste can contaminate groundwater tables and surface waters. Insects and pests in open
dumpsites are disease vectors. Methane gases from dumpsites can affect the health of exposed
populations and contribute to global warming. Coastal and marine litter affects aesthetics, causes
pollution, and harms marine organisms. Improperly managed solid wastes also can result in
increased flooding and destruction of infrastructures due to clogged waterways.” A plastic material
flow analysis showed that 35 percent of the 2.150 million tons of plastic consumed in the country
is leaked into the open environment, while only 9 percent are being recycled (WWF-Philippines
2020).

With these expectations, it bears revisiting the entire waste management framework of the country
and harness insights on circular economy adoption from neighboring nations and global
community. The framework recycles, repairs, and reuses end-of-life products through circular
value chains integrated within industries. This not only protects the environment but uses natural
resources more efficiently, develops new sectors, creates jobs, and enhances capabilities.

Case studies conducted in Domingo and Manejar (2021) showed alternative pathways for waste
management to address the growing volume of generated wastes such as refuse-derived fuel,
incineration or waste-to-energy options, plastic ban, and alternative packaging. The recent passage
of Republic Act 11898, otherwise known as the Extended Producer Responsibility Act of 2022,
aligns with the push in the global waste landscape.

The concept of Circular Economy is fast becoming a new model for resilient growth. It is an
effective solution to meet material needs of growing populations through drastically lower rates of
per capita primary resource use.



1.1. Objectives

This research aims to assess existing and appropriate circular economy policy and local
applications, through the lenses of ecological integrity protection; material and waste management
economics; and inclusivity and social justice.

Policy issues and evaluation questions of interest include:

1. What is the state of the art of the circular economy in the Philippines?

2. What policy and institutional responses are needed to boost circular economy
applications toward ecological integrity protection; improved material and waste
management economics; and inclusivity and social justice?

The study generally aims to assess the state of the art of circular economy in the Philippines.
Specifically, this research will:

1. Describe and define circular economy (CE) model and framework in the Philippines;

2. Assess the benefits and costs of CE adoption and implementation to the country’s materials
and waste management systems;

3. Identify enabling policies and institutional structures critical for CE implementation;

4. Document CE applications aligned with ecological integrity protection; improved material
and waste management economics; and inclusivity and social justice;

5. Compare insights on best practices, lessons, and case CE models from other countries; and

6. Provide recommendations and ways forward.

2. Related literature

2.1.  Circularity

Circularity is rooted in the natural cycles of ecosystems, such as the water cycle, and nutrient
cycling, where waste from one process becomes input for another. This concept underpins the
circular economy, which seeks to redesign production and consumption systems to maintain the
value of products, materials and resources for as long as possible. In contrast to the traditional
linear economy, circularity promotes a closed-loop system, that minimizes extraction reduces
waste, and regenerates natural systems (Bonsu 2020).

At its core, circularity emphasizes a regenative and restorative approach to resource management.
It aims to decouple economic growth from environmental degradation by reducing the flow of
virgin materials into the economy and limiting the outflow of waste and emissions to the
environment. This process is achieved through strategies that retain value within the system,
known as value retention loops (Konietzko, Bocken, & Hultink 2020):

e Narrow flow — using fewer materials through efficiency and dematerialization;
e Slow flow — extending product lifespans via durability, repair and maintenance;
e Use flow — reusing, refurbishing, or remanufacturing products;



e Regenerate flow — restoring and replenishing ecosystems and natural capital.

Circularity extends beyond waste reduction. It reshapes how goods are designed, produced,
consumed and managed after use. Through circular design principles, products are developed for
durability, easy disassembly, and material recovery. Circular production systems, meanwhile,
encourage the use of renewable energy and sustainable materials. At the consumption end,
circularity supports take-back system, product leasing, and consumer participation in reuse and
recycling systems (Elzinga, Reike, Negro, & Boon 2020).

2.2. Global definitions and perspectives on circular economy

Oxford English Dictionary (2023) defined the circular economy as “an economic system based on
the reuse and regeneration of materials or products, especially as a means of continuing production
in a sustainable or environmentally friendly way”. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2021, par.
28) defines it as: “A circular economy is based on the principles of designing out waste and
pollution, keeping products and materials in use, and regenerating natural systems”.

The current linear economy — where resources are extracted to create products that are used and
then discarded — is not sustainable for people, businesses, and the environment (Ellen MacArthur
Foundation, 2021). The European Parliament, (2023 par. 1) further describes circular economy as,
“a model of production and consumption, which involves sharing, leasing, reusing, repairing,
refurbishing and recycling existing materials and products as long as possible. In this way, the life
cycle of products is extended”.

Kirchherr et al (2017) reviewed over 114 circular definitions worldwide, noting that the concept is
most commonly framed around the activities of reducing, reusing and recycling. There is a strong
link between circular economy and sustainable development, though many definitions lack
emphasis on the need for systematic transformation. They summarized the circular economy as
(Kirchher et al, 2017, p. 224):

“An economic system that is based on business models which replace the ‘end-of-life’ concept
with reducing, alternatively reusing, recycling and recovering materials in production/distribution
and consumption processes, thus operating at the micro level (products, companies, consumers),
meso-level (eco-industrial parks) and macro level (city, region, nation and beyond), with the aim
to accomplish sustainable development, which implies creating environmental quality, economic
prosperity and social equity, to the benefit of current and future generations.”

Common attributes across definitions include preventing materials from becoming a waste by
extending product longevity, often through reuse and recycling. The circular economy relies on
materials already in circulation rather than extracting new raw materials, deviating from the
traditional linear model of “take, make, dispose.” All definitions view circular economy as a model
that alleviates environmental burdens caused by human waste.



2.3.  Circular Economy in the global context

Developed countries (e.g. EU member states, China, Japan) have integrated circular economy into
their climate strategies. However, developing countries face challenges in adopting circular
economy pathways due to institutional and infrastructural constraints (Preston, Lehne, &
Wellesley, 2019). While recycling and recovery are central to circular economy implementation,
there is a notable divide in how these are pursued: high-income countries tend to adopt advanced
technological solutions, whereas low-income countries rely more on labor-intensive recycling
activities, which offer important economic and employment benefits but face low adoption rates
overall.

Case studies in Brazil, Nigeria, and Indonesia (Oh & Hettiarachchi, 2020) illustrate despite high
volumes of municipal solid waste, the proportion of recyclable material remains low during
development phase. Social inequality exacerbates waste management problems, with marginalized
and informal communities often access to collection services (Oh & Hettiarachchi, 2020).

Low- to middle-income countries particularly struggle with plastic waste management due to
inadequate infrastructure and resources. Decentralized approaches, such as community-based
collection systems coupled with converting plastics into fuel oil via thermal decomposition, have
proven more suitable for countries with low GDP per capita, large population living below the
poverty line, and limited landfill space (Joshi, Seay, & Banadda, 2018)2. For instance, the Rizal
province in the Philippines has adopted such models in partnership with cement corporations,
though collection shortfalls continue to contribute to plastic overproduction (Domingo & Manejar
2021).

Despite these innovations, tokenistic or substandard waste-to-energy projects pose significant
environmental and human health risks, potentially increasing waste streams and displacing
informal workers dependent on traditional extraction and processing sectors (Preston, Lehne, &
Wellesley, 2019).

Other major barriers to circular economy adoption include institutional capacity, access to finance,
access to technology, cooperation between different sectors/actors, infrastructure, skills, adoption
resistance, consumer awareness, abstract waste definition, and inadequate CE policies (Preston,
Lehne, & Wellesley, 2019).

2.3.1. Best practices

Early policies tended to focus mostly on bans and levies to reduce plastic waste at the end stage of
a product’s value chain. The overarching umbrella of initiatives has leaned towards encompassing
the full value chain. The figure below lists transitory policies covering end-of-life, product design,
production, and use, towards a circular approach. In comparison, the Philippines’ policies are

2 The Philippines ranked sixth in the study when environment indicator is weighted highest.



concentrated more on end-of-life (RA 9003), and locally, on production (LGU’s resolutions on
single-use plastic ban).

Figure 1. International policies with circular approach
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As part of improving overall waste management, addressing the waste crisis, and achieving
broader sustainable development goals, countries around the world have enacted circular economy
laws and policies. Some of these include those in Japan and the European Union, with specific
examples in France, Chile, Australia, and in the United Kingdom.

2.3.1.1. Australia. By 2030, Australia aims for an 80% resource recovery rate from all waste
streams. This equates to an extra 15 million tonnes of material every year (Tomaras 2020).
To encourage this, the government has incentivized investment into onshore recycling
facilities, as exhibited in the NSW Bright Smart factory. Moreover, policies for recycling
push circular economy principles, such as:

1. 100 percent of packaging to be reusable, recyclable or compostable by
2025;

2. 70 percent of plastic packaging to be recycled or composted by 2025;

50 percent of packaging to be using recycled materials by 2025; and

4. Phasing out problematic and unnecessary single-use plastic packaging
by 2025

(98]

2.3.1.2. France. France’s Anti-waste and Circular Economy Law is a great example of
cross-sectoral collaboration. Policymakers, municipalities, NGOs and businesses worked
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together with the public administration to identify a richer range of needs, solutions, and
policy measures. As a result, the law is ambitious and contributes to a system-wide
transition towards a circular economy. In a study by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2021,
p. 2): “France adopted in 2020 an ambitious law to shape a system-wide transition towards
a circular economy. The French law on the fight against waste and for the circular economy
(Loi relative a la lutte contre le gaspillage et a I’économie circulaire, referred to in short as
the Anti-waste Law) encourages businesses across various sectors, municipalities, and
citizens to eliminate waste and adopt more circular practices. The law also aims to promote
societal transformation and support the solidarity economy. It introduced several measures
that are a world first, such as the ban on the destruction of unsold goods and the repairability
index.”

2.3.1.3.Chile. Chile has drafted a Roadmap for a Circular Chile by 2040 (Ministry of
Environment 2021, p.6). “The vision of this roadmap is that, by 2040, a regenerative
circular economy will drive Chile towards a sustainable, fair and participatory development
that puts people’s well-being at the center; this, through the care of nature and its living
beings, the responsible and efficient management of natural resources, and a society that
uses, consumes and produces in a sustainable and conscious way, promoting the creation
of green jobs and opportunities for people and organizations throughout the country”.

2.3.1.4. United Kingdom. In the United Kingdom, various strategies are adopted in the four
nations. These strategies prioritize the transition to circular economy and promoting
resource efficiency to facilitate the ambitious and credible long-term plans for waste
management and recycling.

England’s Resource and Waste Strategy revolves around minimizing waste, promoting
resource efficiency, and moving towards Circular Economy. Also included in the objective
is tackling waste crime, particularly reforming existing regulations to deal with waste-
related violations. In line with the UK’s 25 Year Environment Plan, their vision also
emphasizes eliminating avoidable plastic waste, doubling resource productivity and
eliminating avoidable waste of all kinds by 2050.

Scotland’s flagship circular economy strategy, “Making Things Last” augmented the initial
developments on zero waste and resource efficiency. It has four priority areas: 1) food and
drink, and bioeconomy; 2) remanufacture; 3) construction and the build environment; and
4) energy infrastructure. Waste prevention, designing products to have longer lifetimes,
promoting repair and remanufacturing sector, encouraging recycling in every business and
household, were some of the steps Scotland is striving to implement to transition to a more
circular economy.
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Resource management and efficiency was also the central focus of Northern Ireland’s Waste
Management Plan 2019. Ensuring that there is no excessive amount of waste, the costs of
using the resources were monitored so that it would not exceed the value of the extracted
resources. To promote a more sustainable and circular economy, implementation of waste
hierarchy as sustainable waste management and legal requirement was observed.

Beyond Recycling is the Welsh Government’s circular economy strategy. The vision of the
program is to commit to the goal of becoming a zero waste, zero emissions nation. Their
path towards a circular economy adds to their objective of sustainable growth and building
healthier communities and a better environment. Some of the actions attain this includes
reducing carbon footprint from raw material extraction, supporting business through
circular economy fund, prioritizing sustainable materials, and encouraging a better waste
collection methodology to lessen environmental impact.

2.3.1.5. Norway. Norway’s Extended Producer Responsibility law transfers the collection
and recycling of discarded vehicles to manufacturers and importers. Tires are prohibited to
be disposed in a landfill, along with electrical and electronic products, batteries, and double-
glazed glass. Other waste management practices of the country include waste sorting and
treatment for household wastes, co-processing, and carbon capture projects through waste-
to-energy.

2.3.1.6. Taiwan. Taiwan facilitated cooperation of its public governance with industrialized
manufacturing sectors as the country progressed through different stages of CE
implementation. This has driven the success of green initiatives, bringing the landfill wastes
down to only two percent. Redesign, reproduction, and reuse mechanisms for textiles,
information technology, and electrical and electronic components closed the loop between
production and consumption activities (Wu, Hu, & Ni 2021).

2.3.1.7. Thailand. Thailand, on the other hand, focused on use and production. Due to the
country’s high ranking in marine plastic pollution, the national government imposed a
nationwide ban on four types of plastic wastes namely, thin plastic bags, Styrofoam
containers, plastic straws, and single-use plastic bags. However, this was eventually
reduced to lip service after the implementation lacked follow-through. The study highlights
that while CE is an attractive framework for waste management, the political economy with
all its inequalities, structures, and resources may affect the landscape, thereby diluting the
espoused benefits of the framework (Marks, Miller, & Vassanadumrongdee 2023).

3. Methodology

Conceptual framework

Much of this study’s methodology is anchored on Polski and Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis and

Development (IAD) Framework, which provides a systematic approach for examining policy
processes and outcomes. The framework captures the interactions of multiple participants and

synthesizes their collective actions to assess how institutions shape policy results. It primarily
focuses on three contextual dimensions that influence individual and group behavior: 1) physical

and material conditions; 2) community attributes; and 3) rules-in-use.

12



Polski and Ostrom (1999) outline seven steps for conducting an IAD analysis. First step involves
defining the policy analysis objectives and selecting the analytic approach. This stage requires
identifying relevant patterns of interaction within the market structure, information flows and
political systems. The analysis may proceed in two diagnostic directions: a backward-flowing
approach, which starts from observed outcome and traces their casual factors, and a forward-
flowing approach, which begins with general policy issue and examines its potential effects.

Figure 2. Basic schematic of IAD framework

Physical World

Action
Actors Interactions
¢ Evaluative
Qutcomes

Source: Polski and Ostrom, n.d.

The second step focuses on analyzing the physical and material conditions associated with
provision and production of goods and services. This is followed by examining community
attributes, such as demographic characteristics, social norms and the degree of homogeneity in
beliefs and preferences. Finally, the analysis turns to rules-in-use or the minimal set of rules that
govern actions, interactions and outcomes. These are further categorized into position, boundary,
authority, aggregation, scope, information and payoff rules, which collectively define the
institutional arrangements that shape decision-making processes.

3.2. Data collection and analysis

Qualitative approach was used for the study. Key informant interviews and focus group discussions
with key stakeholders and experts of Circular Economy were conducted. A waste service provider,
The Plastic Flamingo (Plaf) was identified in the study given its role on converting plastic waste
into sustainable construction materials. Also involved is Barangay Mintal of Davao City, which
was a part of an international zero-waste management project (PHINLA) aiming to empower waste
collectors and address waste management concerns. The study also examined the current
implementation of the EPR Act of 2022 in the country.

The case studies were done through desk research, email questions and exchange, and key
informant interviews. To facilitate and guide the discussions, the case study respondents were
asked the following general questions:

1. What are your views on overall waste management and circular economy in the
Philippines;

2. What are some of barriers/challenges you are facing was a waste management
stakeholder in the Philippines?;
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3. What are some of your organizations' initiatives/best practices on waste
management in the country?;

4. What policies and strategies are needed to help you in your role as a waste
management stakeholder?; and,

5. What policies are needed to achieve CE in the Philippines?

4. Results and Discussion

4.1.  Policy background of circular economy in the Philippines

Developing countries are essential in sustaining global CE efforts. As centers of production, they
are also set to become global drivers of consumption (Preston, Lehne, & Wellesley 2019). Given
their characteristics, however, technologies must be low cost, economically viable, socially
acceptable, and not adversely impact the environment. Domestic policies and investment should
support CE transition. The presence of local markets for resulting by-products plays a role in their
success (Joshi, Seay, & Banadda 2018).

Preston, Lehne & Wellesley (2019) recommend that policy structures cover regulation and
integration of informal workers. The former could be in the forms of extended producer
responsibility, carbon taxation, labelling, waste prevention standard, and green public procurement
while the latter looks at formal recognition, proper remuneration, and social inclusion.

Despite the absence of a dedicated circular economy law in the Philippines, existing waste
management frameworks serve as the foundational structure supporting the country’s circular
economy efforts (ADB 2020; Bueta 2020). For instance, Executive Order No. 301 s. 2004
establishes a green procurement program for all departments, bureaus, offices and agencies of the
executive branch of the government. More recently, the Philippines enacted Republic Act No.
12009, or the New Government Procurement Act. Under the said law, sustainability is identified
as one of government procurement’s governing principles. It also institutionalizes sustainable
public procurement principles and practices to embed economic, environmental and social
considerations in the design and implementation of procurement projects. Programs include: 1)
Green Public Procurement Program; ii) Development of a Green Local Market; iii) Inclusive
Procurement Program; and, iv) Gender Responsive Procurement.

On July 30, 2022, Republic Act No. 11898 or the Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) Act
lapsed into law. It shifted the responsibility of plastic waste reduction, recovery, and diversion to
companies. In theory, it addresses concerns of single use and general use of plastic waste
production in all phases of the value chain. The National EPR Framework comprises two major
components: product waste recovery programs, and reduction and redesign.

This section will briefly highlight and provide an overview of various laws and policies with
significance and relevance to circular economy in the Philippines. The table below provides an
overview and summary of the different laws and policies in the Philippines and how they relate to
or promote the circular economy:
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Table 1. Laws and policies in the Philippines and their relevance to circular economy

Local Laws, Policy and/or
Regulations

Relevance to Circular Economy

Constitutional Provisions and Laws

1987 Philippine Constitution

Section 16, Article Il on the right to a clean healthy
environment, and Section 15 Article Il on the right to health,
along with other provisions provide for constitutional basis to
promote and push for the circular economy in the country as a
means to ensure the protection and promotion of these rights.

RA 9003 or the Ecological Solid
Waste Management Act of 2000

Provides for the foundation and “backbone” of circular
economy practices in the Philippines, particularly through the
general waste management system that it mandates. Its waste
hierarchy framework also pushes for waste reduction as a
primary activity.

RA 11898 or the
Producer Responsibility
Act of 2022

Extended
(EPRA)

This law, which is an amendment to RA 9003, institutes EPR in
the Philippines and mandates obliged enterprises to implement
waste reduction, collection, and diversion activities, programs,
and schemes. The law also encourages companies to identify
upstream measures such as using recycled content, shifting to
natural or biodegradable alternatives, and/or creating clean
production operations, among others.

RA 6969, or the Toxic and
Hazardous Substances Act

Mandates and regulates the import, production, and use of
chemicals and other substances in products such as plastics. It
also regulates the entry to waste shipments which can be
recycled, re-used, or may have economic value.

Ra 8749 or the Clean Air Act

Prohibits incineration and provides for emission standards and
guidelines. This becomes relevant for some circular economy
related activities such as co-processing of waste in cement kilns,
among others.

RA 10771 or the Green Jobs Act

Provides for incentives for entities and businesses engaged in
the green jobs sector, which includes waste management
activities such as but not limited to recycling, and other
innovative schemes and solutions to deal with waste such as
plastics.

Policies and Programs

National Solid Waste
Management Strategy 2012—
2016

Provides overall guidance in the implementation of solid waste
management laws, rules, and regulations.

N.B. The strategy has not been updated since 2016.

The Philippine Development Plan
(PDP) 2023—2028

Identifies as one of the specific goals the increased access to
waste disposal facilities; and the target to prevent and reduce
food loss and waste, and the pursuit of optimal solid waste
management solutions.

National Plan of Action to Combat
Marine Litter (NPOA-ML)

Activities include the promotion of the circular economy and
support for sustainable consumption and production.
Recognizes EPR as one of the tools and methodologies to deal
with marine litter.
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Philippine  Action Plan for
Sustainable Consumption and
Production (PAP4SCP)

Calls for behavioral changes towards the production and
consumption of green goods and services. Identifies EPR, eco-
labelling, and natural capital accounting as priority programs
and goals.

Sustainable Science and
Technology for Solid Waste
Management Road Map of the
DOST

Envisions a circular economy and outlines how science and
technology can support research and development to enforce
guidelines and standards and find innovative solutions to waste
management.

Sustainable Finance Roadmap

Supports sustainable investments and raising the needed

capital for activities such as waste management and those that
support the circular economy.

Source: Authors' own compilation

4.1.1. Constitutional provisions and laws

Support for circular economy goals and targets can be found in various constitutional provisions,
and different legislation. As noted in this study, despite the absence of a specific circular economy
law in the Philippines, this concept can find support and basis in current laws and policies.

4.1.1.1.1987 Philippine Constitution. The constitution is considered the fundamental law
of the land, from which other laws, rights, and policies must conform to and emanate from.
Its provisions help shape other legislation, or what government must or cannot do. Thus, its
different articles and sections are important for any discussion on obligations and rights in
relation to novel concepts such as the circular economy.

Foremost among these provisions are those on the right to a clean and healthy environment.
Environmental rights in the Philippine Constitution are enshrined in Section 16, Article II°.
According to the celebrated case of Minors Oposa v. Factoran®, this is a self-executing
provision (despite being in the Article in the 1987 Philippine Constitution on Declaration
of State Policies)® and calls on the government to protect and preserve the environment for
current and future generations. The Oposa decision was groundbreaking because it
recognized the principle of intergenerational equity, recognizing the right of generations yet
unborn to a clean, healthy, and safe environment. Rights to a balanced and healthful ecology
are “basic rights” which “predate all governments and constitutions” and “need not be
written in the Constitution for they are assumed to exist from the inception of humankind
(ADB 2020, xi).”

Environment-related provisions in the 1987 Constitution do not stop with Section 16,
Article 1T (Bueta 2022) and several of this bear significance for circular economy in the
Philippines. Section 2, Article II adopts the “generally accepted principles” as part of the
law of the land, and these include international environmental law principles such as the
polluter pays, sustainable development, precautionary principle, and sovereignty over

3 Section 16, Article II: “The State shall protect can advance the right of the people to a balanced and healthful ecology in accord with

the rhythm and harmony of nature.”

4 Oposa v. Factoran, G.R. No. 101083, 30 July 1993

> A self-executing provision in the constitution is one which does not need any subsequent legislation or act of Congress to be

implemented, or to become a source of rights and obligations with the legal system



natural resources, among others®. Many of these principles have become the basis for the
circular economy. For example, the polluter pays principle has often been used as basis for
making businesses and the private sector more accountable and responsible for the proper
disposal, recycling, and end-of-life of their products.

Section 15, Article II on the right to health is critical because the people’s and the planet’s
health are inextricably linked, and one significant threat to these is from waste pollution.
The circular economy supports preventing harmful chemical and toxic wastes from
polluting the environment and harming human health. This is done by calling for the
increased use of natural materials, and the adoption of clean production methods and
mechanisms.

Article X on Local Governments also has significance since local government units (LGUs)
play a critical role in environmental law given that a host of environment-related functions
and duties have been devolved to local governments (La Vifia 2012). Of particular note are
waste management functions which is one of the critical tasks — and challenges — of local
governments. For any circular economy processes to work, the cooperation of local
governments and local communities are critical, in aspects such as segregation and ensuring
basic waste management services such as collection are properly implemented.

Other provisions relevant to environmental rights and to the circular economy include
recognizing the rights of indigenous peoples and cultural communities, and also
community-based and sectoral-organizations, which also include informal waste sector
(IWS) workers, cooperatives, and organizations. The constitution also acknowledges the
role of the private sector and the provision of investments. These provisions become
relevant and highlight the importance of not just recognizing the role of different
stakeholders, but also that of recognizing the impacts and benefits of the circular economy
for the most vulnerable and marginalized members of society.

4.1.1.2. RA 9003, as amended by RA 11898 (EPR Act of 2022). RA 9003 or the Ecological
Solid Waste Management Act of 2000 is the Philippines’ primary legislation that governs
solid waste management — and can be considered as the foundational backbone for circular
economy in the country. It was enacted to provide a systematic, comprehensive, and
ecological solid waste management program (Agcaoili 2016). Although it preceded major
discourses of circular economy, several objectives of the law become relevant in circular
economy policies and principles (Bueta 2022). Table 2 briefly discusses the relevance of
each to circular economy.

RA 9003 also includes other important provisions such as the creation of the National Solid
Waste Management Commission (NSWMC) under the Office of the President, Solid Waste
Management Board (SWM) at city, municipal and provincial levels, and SWM Committee
at barangay level. Cities and municipalities are also required to submit a 10-year SWM
Plan, as well as the establishment of an MRF per barangay, city, and municipality. It is also

6 Section 2., Article II: “The Philippines renounces war as an instrument of national policy, adopts the generally accepted principles of
international law as part of the law of the land and adheres to the policy of peace, equality, justice, freedom, cooperation, and amity
with all nations.
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Table 2. Relevance of RA 9003 to circular economy

RA 9003

Relevance of Circular Economy

Set guidelines and targets for solid waste
avoidance and volume reduction, which
includes recycling and recovery, in
accordance with ecologically sustainable
development principles.

Provides for recycling and recovery as key
measures; also includes volume reduction
which is related to product re-design and
regeneration of natural systems.

Encourage greater sector

participation in SWM.

private

Recognizes that circular economy is the
responsibility of multiple stakeholders,
especially the impact of private sector
support and collaboration for programs
such as EPR.

Encourage cooperation and self-regulation
among waste generators through the
application of market-based instruments.

Private sector initiatives, innovation, and
investments can help support the move to
a circular economy. Voluntary initiatives,

comprised of the closure of open dumpsites (2004) and banning of controlled dumpsites by
2006.

driven by market-forces, can complement
government policies and regulations.

Source: Authors' own compilation

Both the national and local governments share the responsibility to implement RA 9003.
The “NSWMC is the main government entity in charge of SWM policy making and
monitoring implementation of law and national and local SWM plans” (WWEF-Philippines
2020, p.2). Under Section 4 of RA 9003 (as amended), the Commission is led by the
“DENR with thirteen government sectoral members and five private sectoral members
(three members from non-governmental organizations, and one member each from the
recycling industry, and the manufacturing and packaging industries). There is also a
National Ecology Center under the DENR created under Section 7 of the law. However, it
was only administratively created and constituted by the DENR in December 2021 (DENR
2022). It has also been given significant functions in the implementation of the EPR Act
of 20227

The authority to execute Philippine waste management laws lies on city and municipal
governments at the local level. Under Section 12 of RA 9003, “they are tasked to, among
others: 1) prepare local SWM plans; ii) draft waste reduction policies; iii) manage the
collection and disposal of various wastes within their jurisdiction” (including waste
segregation and transport to disposal facilities); iv) maintain MRFs; and v) adopt revenue
generating measures.

As noted above, a new addition to the Philippine waste management legal framework,
which amended RA 9003, is RA 11898 or the EPR Act of 2022. After lapsing into law last

7 See Section 5 of RA 11898, amending Section 7 of RA 9003
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July 22, 2022, full implementation was set after the effectivity of its implementing rules
and regulations last February 13, 2023. It amends RA 9003 to incorporate EPR programs
and responsibilities into the Philippine waste management system. The DENR has
identified this law as one of the ways of achieving circular economy in the Philippines
(DENR 2023).

The EPR Act and its provisions will be discussed in more detail in the case studies section
of this paper.

4.1.1.3.RA 6969 or the Toxic and Hazardous Substances Act. Following the Philippines’
signature of the Basel Convention, RA 6969 serves as the principal legislation on hazardous
waste since 1994. It articulates the State’s policy to regulate, restrict, or prohibit the
importation of chemical substances and mixtures that present possible harm to people or
the environment. The policy becomes relevant to the principle of circular economy, as it
deals with import to and export of waste from the Philippines, particularly the waste trade
flows which contributes to the amount of recyclable in the country affecting the capacity of
local recyclers to deal with both local and imported wastes (Bueta 2022).

Among the recent developments under the Basel Convention is the Plastic Waste
Amendment, which the Philippines recently accepted and ratified. According to WWF
(2020, p.29): “The Plastic Waste Amendment aims to make global trade in plastic waste
more transparent and better regulated. Exporting countries will now have to obtain consent
from countries receiving plastic waste. This ensures quality of plastic waste materials and
prevents countries, especially African and Asian nations, to be the dumping ground of
developed nations”.

The Basel Ban Amendment, as of 2024, has yet to be ratified since it came into force in
2020%. The amendment entails the prohibition of exporting waste coming from developed
countries to developing countries. The goal is to avoid making developing countries the
dumping ground of the developed world. This failure to ratify the ban amendment results
in the continuous entry of so-called recyclable waste for processing or final disposal in the
country (Bueta 2022), despite the lack of proper infrastructure to deal with domestic waste.
It places added burdens and constraints on an already stretched and challenged waste
management system.

RA 6969 also becomes relevant for the circular economy since it governs and regulates the
use of chemicals in the country. As noted above, one of the goals of the circular economy
is to eliminate the use of dangerous and harmful chemicals in the production chain, to
prevent them leaking into the open environment, potentially harming human and planetary
health. Greater regulation and enforcement on the use of chemicals through RA 6969,

8 “The “Ban Amendment” provides for the prohibition by each Party included in the proposed new Annex VII (Parties and other States
which are members of the OECD, EC, Liechtenstein) of all transboundary movements to States not included in Annex VI of hazardous
wastes covered by the Convention that are intended for final disposal, and of all transboundary movements to States not included in
Annex VIl of hazardous wastes covered by paragraph 1 (a) of Article 1 of the Convention that are destined for reuse, recycling or
recovery operations.”
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especially products which are widely used in circulation by the public, can help ensure that
these threats are eliminated and/or reduced in the circular loop.

4.1.1.4. RA 8749 or the Clean Air Act. RA 8749 is the Philippines’ primary law dealing with
emissions and tackling air pollution. It becomes relevant to the circular economy as it
impacts what technologies may be used (i.e., incineration and WTE facilities) as part of the
overall waste management system forming the so-called loop (Bueta 2022). Of particular
note is Section 20 which provides for “a general prohibition on the use of incineration and
open burning for the disposal of waste”. Under the same section, incineration is defined as
the “burning of municipal, bio-medical and hazardous wastes, which process emits
poisonous and toxic fumes.”

This provision becomes important to circular economy as technological options and
solutions being included as part of circular economy initiatives, particularly under RA
11898 or the EPR Act of 2022, may run counter to the provisions and prohibitions on
incineration of RA 8749. The EPR Act allows for the use of co-processing and thermal
waste-to-energy technologies as part of waste disposal options. Many environmental groups
have argued that allowing these technologies will be a violation of the Clean Air Act and
may pose added risks to the health of the people and planet.

4.1.1.5. RA 10771 or the Green Jobs Act. Green job is defined as “employment that
contributes to preserving or restoring the quality of the environment, be it in the agriculture,
industry or services sector” (RA 10771) — is an essential component of the circular
economy. Closing the loop and pushing for circular economy related activities and
industries requires human capital and resources with the right skills and training. To meet
this demand, the Philippines enacted RA 10771 to support businesses and industries
meeting the demand for workers in the environment, climate, and sustainability sector.

Green jobs are needed in a wide range of industries and activities relevant to the
environment. According to WWF-Philippines (2020, p.5) “[s]pecifically, but not
exclusively, this includes jobs that help protect ecosystems and biodiversity, reduce energy,
materials and water consumption through high efficiency strategies, decarbonize the
economy, and minimize or altogether avoid generation of all forms of waste and pollution.”
To encourage investments and the move towards more green jobs, Section 5 of the law
provides for incentives that include availment of “a special deduction from taxable income
for skills training and research and development, and tax- and duty-free importation of
capital equipment” (RA 10771).

4.1.2. Policies and programs

The constitutional provisions and laws discussed above are complemented by various national

policies and strategies on waste management in the Philippines. Although there is currently no
overarching national plan or policy specifically on the circular economy, the various documents

identified below touch upon, impact, or influence various aspects of circular economy. Similar to

the laws, it forms part of the foundational backbone for the circular economy within the Philippine
legal framework.
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4.1.2.1. National Solid Waste Management Strategy 2012-2016. One of the framework
documents mandated by RA 9003 is the National Solid Waste Management Strategy
(NSWMS). The most recent NSWMS was for the period 2012-2016. As a strategy
document, it gives overall guidance for the country’s waste management by outlining
medium-term plans to: (i) materialize the National Solid Waste Management Framework;
(i1) implement the provisions of Republic Act (RA) No. 9003; and (iii) mainstream waste
management policies in the Philippines. The strategy consists of seven major and three
cross-cutting components’.

Several of its major components are closely aligned with the principles of circular
economy. Bridging policy gaps and ensuring harmonization are essential to align existing
frameworks with circular economy goals, especially since many of the relevant laws are
enacted before the concept gained traction. Sustainable financing mechanisms and
economic opportunities are also critical to encourage businesses and private sector to
transition towards circular economy by making needed investments and changes to their
business models and processes. Lastly, support for knowledge management on CE-related
technology, innovation and research is also crucial in identifying appropriate methods,
materials, and processes using local knowledge, resources and talent.

As of this writing, the NSWMS has yet to be updated by the mandated agency, the DENR
and NSWMC. Despite that, it remains as one of the strategic documents that serve as the
groundwork and foundation for CE-adaptation in the Philippines.

4.1.2.2. The Philippine Development Plan (PDP) 2023-2028. The Philippines’ medium-
term goals and objectives are contained in The Philippine Development Plan (PDP). On a
regular basis, it is normally developed at the start of the term of the new administration.
The plan is centered for deep economic and social transformation to reinvigorate job
creation and accelerate poverty reduction by steering the economy back on a high-growth
path (NEDA 2023). This growth must be inclusive, building an environment that provides
equal opportunities to all Filipinos, and equipping them with skills to participate fully in an
innovative and globally competitive economy (NEDA 2023). The PDP 2023 — 2028
identifies as one if its outcomes, under the subchapter entitled Establish Livable
Communities, the improvement of environmental quality (NEDA 2023). Specific goals
include broaden waste minimization initiatives and increase access to proper waste disposal
facilities. Other outcomes and targets include preventing and reducing food losses and
wastes, and the pursuit of optimal solid waste management solutions.

® These are:
Major Components Cross-cutting Components
Bridging policy gaps and harmonizing policies Good solid waste management
Capacity development, social marketing, and advocacy governance
Sustainable solid waste management financing mechanisms Caring for vulnerable groups

Creating economic opportunities

Support for knowledge management on technology, innovation, and research
Organizational development and enhancing inter-agency collaboration Reducing disaster and climate change
risks
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The PDP is critical for the CE transition as it sets the overall development priorities
of the country which can directly and indirectly affect meeting CE goals and targets.
This can also be made a basis for holding knowing what the government has
committed to and thereby holding them accountable.

4.1.2.3. National Plan of Action to Combat Marine Litter (NPOA-ML). Marine litter is one
aspect of the waste management crisis which has been gaining considerable attention in
recent years. Mismanaged waste not only impacts the terrestrial environment, but more
recently it has been shown that it has devastating consequences for the marine environment,
its resources, and marine life. To address this, many countries have drafted action plans to
specifically deal with marine litter. In the Philippines, the NPOA-ML was enacted as a
“strategic document that will provide overall direction, indicators, and targets to manage
and minimize marine debris, including plastics” (World Bank 2022, p. 25). The NPOA-ML
lists the following programmatic cluster of activities:

1. Establish science- and evidence-based baseline information on marine
litter;

2. Promote circular economy and support sustainable consumption and

production (SCP)—which includes EPR;

Enhance recovery and recycling coverage and markets;

Prevent leakage from collected or disposed waste;

Implement a sea-based litter prevention and management program; and

Institutionalize a management program for litter already existing in the

marine/riverine environment.

S kW

The Plan is currently under implementation by the DENR and other government agencies.
Of note in the plan is its push for sustainable consumption and production and EPR to
promote circular economy — a clear acknowledgement of the linkage between the issue
of marine pollution and the push to close the waste management loop.

4.1.2.4. Philippine Action Plan for Sustainable Consumption and Production (PAP4SCP).
Another critical component of the circular economy deals with how products are produced
and consumed. Looking at the production side can help identify ways in which products
can become circular through recycling and re-use. On the other hand, addressing the
consumption side can reduce waste that ends up in landfills and can help encourage and
promote a more circular lifestyle among the public. To meet these objectives, the PAP4SCP
serves as a guiding framework to influence and steer sustainable behavior and practices
towards the production and consumption of green goods and services, and shift towards
sustainable and climate-smart practices and lifestyles (NEDA 2020).

Led by the National Economic Development Authority (NEDA), the PAP4SCP includes
programmatic interventions, including circular economy approaches, geared toward

decoupling the country’s economic growth from environmental degradation under the ‘new
normal’ brought about by the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic (NEDA
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2020). Its priority programs include the institutionalization of Natural Capital Accounting'®
and a National Eco-Labelling Program. An EPR law is also identified as one of the priority
legislations to achieve the plan’s goals.

4.1.2.5. Sustainable science and technology for Solid Waste Management Road Map of
the Department of Science and Technology. As noted above, research and innovation are
important components of the circular economy, especially with the rapid development and
advances not just in the production side but also at how products are consumed and disposed
of (which includes recycling and reusing technologies). There is an ever-increasing need
for the circular loop to meet the increasing demands of more products being developed,
used, and discarded. This also provides an opportunity to use local knowledge, innovation,
and resources for the circular economy.

To meet these demands and objectives, and to address the growing waste crisis in the
Philippines, the development of this Road Map was spearheaded by the Department of
Science and Technology (DOST), particularly the Philippine Council for Industry, Energy,
and Emerging Technology Research and Development (PCIEERD). Notably, it envisions a
circular economy with a solid waste pollution-free environment, and outlines guideposts
for how science and technology can support research and development and the enforcement
of guidelines and standards (DOST-PCIEERD 2021).

4.1.2.6. Sustainable Finance Roadmap. Shifting to a circular economy entails change not
just in societal culture and behavior, but also financial resources and investments.
Government resources, especially in developing countries, will never be enough to meet
the demands and needs of the circular economy. That is why strategies at leveraging
sustainable finance, and getting the private sector and investors involved, towards waste
management and the circular economy are critical components of the shift to closing the
loop.

To this end, the development of this Roadmap was spearheaded by the Department of
Finance (DOF) and was launched in 2021 (DOF 2021). It is intended as the Philippines’
masterplan for formulating green and sustainable policies to raise the capital and
investments needed in reducing the country’s GHG emissions while still increasing its
economic output. According to the plan (DOF 2021, p. 35):
“Integrating sustainability considerations into macroeconomic policies and
regulations, creates an avenue to support the transition to a circular economy
which has gained increasing prominence in recent years. The concept of circular
economy, an economy in which waste and pollution do not exist by design,
products, materials are kept in use, and natural systems are regenerated,
contributes to achieving the SDGs and the Paris Agreement. Policy makers can
support this shift to circular economy by providing incentives, creating the right
set of policies, and providing access to financing.”

10 Note: Republic Act No. 11995, or the Philippine Ecosystem and Natural Capital Accounting System Act was signed into law on 22
May 2024. It institutionalizes the integration of ecosystem and natural capital considerations into economic and policy frameworks,
aiming to promote sustainable development by acknowledging and valuing the country’s natural assets.
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The Roadmap also seeks to address policy and regulatory gaps in the following areas:

Promoting sustainable investments through finance;
Implementing sustainable government initiatives;
Facilitating investments in public infrastructure; and

el

Developing projects that promote sustainable financing in the
Philippines.

4.1.3. Proposed and pending CE-related policies in Congress

Over the years and in almost every previous Congress, numerous measures and bills have been
filed in relation to addressing waste management issues in the Philippines. A previous study done
by one of the authors show that although only a handful of proposals directly relate or refer to
circular economy, the various categories of proposals (as will be shown below) all have relevance
to building the foundations of a robust legal framework for circular economy in the country (Bueta
2022).

As noted in the cited study, from July 2010 to January 2022, a total of 415 bills and/or resolutions
have been filed in the Philippine Congress relating to various aspects of the circular economy
(Bueta 2022). Save for the EPR Act of 2022, none of these measures have yet to be translated into
a binding law or policy as of this writing. The author noted that during the 18th Congress, there
has been a spike in interest among lawmakers to address the pollution caused by plastic products.
A review of the measures filed reveal the following categories of proposals:

e Waste management, particularly of toxic and hazardous substances;

e Plastic regulation;

e Waste disposal, particularly food and electronic waste;

e Toxic and hazardous substances in plastics and other products;

e Ban on waste importation and regulation of waste trade; and

e Repealing the ban on incineration and allowing thermal waste-to-energy facilities.

In the 18th Congress, and perhaps for the first time in its legislative history, a proposed bill, HB
7609, entitled Philippine Circular Economy Act of 2020, specifically called for mainstreaming and
establishing a circular economy in the country. The proposal, however, did not become a law before
the adjournment of Congress and was only tackled at the committee level.

During the 19th Congress, two bills with identical text were filed, Senate Bill No. 621 and House
Bill Nos. 9791, both proposing the Philippine Circular Economy Promotion Act!!. Despite strong
legislative efforts, the bill was not passed into law. It has since been reintroduced in the 20"

! Note: For purposes of the succeeding analysis, the Senate version shall be used by the Authors. In the House of Representatives,
House Bill No. 9791, or an act providing for a framework for circular economy to promote sustainable production and consumption
and national economic security, was also filed.
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Congress through House Bill no. 315 (Circular Economy Act), House Bill no. 2479 and House bill
no, 4142 (both titled Philippine Circular Economy Promotion Act).

In the said bills, the Explanatory Note states that “...the principles and strategies of circular
economy and sustainable consumption and production (SCP) serve as guideposts for policy and
decision-makers” in “leapfrogging” the Philippine economy to a cleaner future”. The Note adds
that: “A circular economy implies using and reusing resources already in the economy more
efficiently to minimize losses and rely less on extracting natural resources.” The bill declares as a
policy that “...the State shall prevent and reduce the impact of certain plastic products, particularly
marine litter, on the environment, and human health, as well as promote the transition to a circular

economy with innovative and sustainable business models, products, and materials.”!?

It also provides a definition of the circular economy: “Circular economy shall refer to a system
approach wherein products are designed for durability, reuse and recyclability, and materials for
new products come from old products. It minimizes waste and maximizes the use of natural
resources.”'® It further defines sustainable consumption and production as such: “Sustainable
Consumption and Production (SCP) shall refer to the use of services and related products, which
respond to basic needs and bring a better quality of life while minimizing the use of natural
resources and toxic materials as well as the emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle

of the service or product so as not to jeopardize the needs of further generations.”!*

The proposed bill covers and applies to “...producers and consumers involved in value chains of
all goods, products, services, and processes contributing to the Philippine economy, and to the
mechanisms facilitating the policy, regulatory, and advocacy measures to promote, implement,
monitor, and evaluate the strategies on circular economy, complementing thereby the goals and
targets of sustainable consumption and production.”!® Activities and mandates under the proposed
measure include: product or process design, innovation in products and services, Single-use Plastic
Phase-Out and Source Reduction and Waste Minimization through Polluters Pay Principle /
Extended Producer Responsibility Schemes, a circular public procurement program, integration of
permaculture practices and principles, and mainstreaming circular economy into the national
government budget, among others.

In summary, this section of the study looked at various laws and policies on waste management
with relevance and implications for the circular economy. Basic waste management laws exist,
providing for critical early components of the circular economy. The different policies, although
in different documents and led by various agencies with different mandates, all support aspects of
the circular economy. Thus, despite the absence of a specific circular economy law or policy, the
existing legal framework provides for the various elements and a foundational backbone for

12 Section 2, Senate Bill No. 621, 19" Congress, Senate of the Philippines
13 Section 3g, Senate Bill No. 621, 19" Congress, Senate of the Philippines
14 Section 3r, Senate Bill No. 621, 19 Congress, Senate of the Philippines
15 Section 4, Senate Bill No. 621, 19" Congress, Senate of the Philippines
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circular economy in the country. However, there are still missing pieces — so-called gaps and
barriers — which hinder achieving full circularity in the Philippines. These issues, along with how
to overcome them, will be discussed in the subsequent sections below.

4.2. Case studies on circular economy in the Philippines

This section of the report will present two case studies to highlight the challenges and opportunities
and shed light on the pathways for circular economy in the Philippines. The stories and discussions
give a glimpse of how the existing legal framework on waste management is at work in the country.
As noted above, current laws and policies provide foundational backbone for a circular economy.
It is therefore important to see how this legal framework is executed and implemented, particularly
from the perspective of various stakeholders, since basic waste management laws are critical first
steps to achieving circularity.

In addition to the just-discussed reasons, the case studies were selected based on consultations with
stakeholders and experts. These were identified as good examples of how circular economy
principles are at work in the Philippines. More importantly, they were selected as they are currently
involved in the implementation and execution of waste management laws, particularly new
measures such as the EPR Act of 2022. Thus the case studies will ideally provide a good glimpse
of policies in action and practice. The case studies are as follows:

1. Case study 1: Local circular economy initiatives;
2. Case study 2: The Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) Act of 2022

The case studies were done through desk research, email questions and exchange, and key
informant interviews. To facilitate and guide the discussions, the case study respondents were
asked the following general questions:

1. What are your views on overall waste management and circular economy in the
Philippines?;

2. What are some of barriers/challenges you are facing was a waste management
stakeholder in the Philippines?;

3. What are some of your organizations' initiatives/best practices on waste management
in the country?;

4. What policies and strategies are needed to help you in your role as a waste
management stakeholder?; and,

5. What policies are needed to achieve CE in the Philippines?

4.2.1. Case study 1: Local circular economy initiatives

The case study illustrates how CE principles are being piloted with the involvement of waste
service providers and local government units in the country.

26



4.2.1.1. Profile of initiatives. The Plastic Flamingo, also known as Plaf, is a social enterprise
based in the Philippines. It was established in 2018 and is involved in collecting and
transforming plastic waste into a range of sustainable construction materials used to build
schools, housings and shelters, contributing to the country’s resiliency against natural
hazards. To date, it has transformed hundreds of metric tons of plastic waste from plastic
collection sites established through organizations, companies and dedicated individuals.

The Plaf reports over 250 collection points which resulted in more than 1000 tons of
managed plastic waste. Their range of products include recycled pellets, eco-lumber, and
customized street furniture.

Barangay Mintal, located in Davao City, has a population of almost 19,000 people as of the
2020 Census, with a household population of almost 5,000'®. Mostly residential, it also
hosts markets, a mall, schools, and the University of the Philippines in Mindanao campus.
In 2020, the barangay became part of a zero-waste management project entitled PHINLA
(which stands for Philippines, Indonesia, and Sri Lanka), which aims to empower the waste
collectors in the barangay and address poor waste management concerns (IDIS 2020). It
has been described as a global program to develop livelihood for poverty-affected
populations through a multi-sectoral established and monitored waste management system.
In the Philippines, the project is being implemented by World Vision in partnership with
the Eco Waste Coalition and funded by the German Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Global Development (BMZ).

Through PHINLA, Brgy. Mintal was provided with the following support: i) waste
collectors were provided with equipment like seventeen trisikads, five motorized tricycles,
and PPEs (gloves, respirators, and raincoats and boots); ii) establishment of barangay
Material Recovery Facility (MRF) equipped with biodegradable shredder and weighing
scale; ii1) mobile phones for the BinBank application; and, iv) other supplies for the
documentation of the MRF and creation of the Community Savings and Credit Association
(CoMSCA).

4.2.1.2. Observations and analysis.

Continuing general waste management challenge. The Plat and Brgy. Mintal noted the
on-going and continuing waste management challenges in their operations. For the Plaf, it
said that plastic waste management and the operationalization of the circular economy
concept in the Philippines remains very inefficient, disorganized, and underdeveloped. One
indicator of this is that it is extremely difficult for international waste management
companies (some of which collaborate with the Plaf) specialized in plastic waste handling
and recycling to penetrate the Philippine market and develop it. Recycling activities are
controlled by monopolies, and there is reported corruption at some levels of government.
The Plaf adds that there is still no local market for recyclables in the country, and most
recycled products are bound for export.

The case study participants also lamented the poor implementation and enforcement of the
provisions of RA 9003. Brgy. Mintal noted the on-going challenges of enforcing basic

16 Data from one of the Klls in Brgy. Mintal, Davao City.
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provisions of the law such as segregation at source and proper sorting and handling. Add
to this the lack of equipment, resources, and proper infrastructure such as the MRF at the
barangay level, up to the SLFs. For example, for several years, the barangay only had one
small truck for collection services which made waste management operations challenging
and reliant on informal waste workers. For the Plaf, the lack of organized and operational
MRFs also proves to be a challenge, particularly for collecting the volumes of plastic waste
needed to make their business profitable and sustainable.

The experiences of both the Plaf and Brgy. Mintal also point to the continued reliance on,
and importance of the informal waste sector (IWS) and on community initiatives for
general waste management in the Philippines. For the Plaf, most of their collection
activities have been organized with IWS stakeholders, cooperatives, and community
organizations — with very limited direct engagement with LGUs. They also work with
informal plastic waste providers (such as junk shops) which are oftentimes disorganized.
In Brgy. Mintal, its waste management initiatives in the early 2000s started by working
with and organizing the IWS within their jurisdiction. With the support of the PHINLA
project, the IWS volunteers were eventually able to set-up the Mintal Resource Collectors
Association (MIRCA), a cooperative which continues to operate and expand its operations
until today. Over the years, the barangay government needed to rely on the IWS and
MIRCA to be able to meet its waste management responsibilities within its jurisdiction.

The case study participants also noted the lack of proper and effective waste management
infrastructure, funding, and other resources. Aside from the lack of MRFs, accessible SLFs,
and large-scale recycling facilities, sufficient funding to support waste management
operations, particularly from the national government, was missing to provide for more
manpower, better equipment, and to meet increasing waste generation from households and
establishments. The Plaf also noted the high cost of logistics, electricity, and rent which
makes waste management operations and plastics recycling more challenging due to
operational expenses.

Businesses are not incentivized to invest. As noted by the Plaf above, it is very difficult
and challenging for international waste management players and stakeholders to enter the
Philippine market for recyclables, particularly of plastics. Admittedly, the government
cannot handle waste management alone, especially with all the challenges and issues which
a developing country like the Philippine’s faces. That is why it is critical for stakeholders
such as the business and private sector, including international waste management
organizations, to work with the government and invest in the waste management sector.

However, barriers and challenges remain. Aside from the disorganized local system,
reported corruption, multiple different players in the waste value chain, and the unease in
doing business in general, an additional challenge which businesses face is the lack of or
insufficient incentives. The Plaf notes that businesses are not encouraged to enter the
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market, or to put in more investments because of these challenges and the lack of support
from the national and local governments which ideally can come in the form of incentives.
Existing incentives provided for under RA 9003, reiterated in RA 11898 in the
implementation of the EPR Act of 2022, and from other laws such as the Green Jobs Act,
are not enough to drive the needed business push. The current waste management
environment, with all its challenges and the different barriers identified, does not
incentivize businesses to invest more in the industry and to support government in its waste
management efforts.

For Brgy. Mintal, they have yet to see any direct and specific support from businesses and
the private sector for their waste management initiatives. Although commercial and
business establishments in their jurisdiction comply with and support the waste
management activities and regulations of the barangay, the local officials are still finding
ways to make the private sector more involved and invested in these activities and
initiatives. As noted above, the support received by the barangay were from international
and local non-profit organizations, and no direct or concrete investments were from the
private sector. The barangay officials note that more investments and support from
businesses would help scale up and improve existing initiatives, especially on missing
infrastructure and facilities.

Limited government support and initiatives at the national and local levels. The Plaf and
Brgy. Mintal also noted the limited government support and initiatives both from the
national and local levels. In Brgy Mintal, direct national government involvement was very
limited, especially for large-scale infrastructure projects such as consolidated MRFs, SLFs,
and recycling facilities. At the city level, although there is coordination with the city
environment and natural resource office, additional support aside from the mandatory
budget allocation has been limited. There were also very limited cooperation and
coordination with other barangays in the city. Given this, the barangay needed to be self-
reliant, coming up with its own waste management system with the support of local
residents, IWS, local junk shops, and cooperatives. This is in addition to the support from
NGOs through the PHINLA project, which also encouraged the barangay officials to scale
up efforts at working with their constituents and other local stakeholders.

For the Plaf, in addition to the issues on incentives noted above, they note that several
national government policies either need to be implemented properly or are missing. Full
and proper implementation of the EPR Act is critical to encourage more players and
investments into recycling and waste management in the Philippines. Implementation
guidelines of the EPR Act also need to be clarified. For example, the Plaf is critical of the
use of co-processing activities as part of EPR programs due to environmental and
sustainability concerns. The Plaf also noted the need for policies which mandate the use of
recycled content in products, particularly of plastics. This will help encourage more
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investments into the recycling sector, crucial to support EPR implementation and improve
waste management in the Philippines.

4.2.2. Case study 2: The Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) Act of 2022

The second case study analyzed RA 11898, or the EPR Act 0of 2022, which has become an essential
piece of legislation for waste management in the Philippines especially since it has been billed as
one of the primary measures for achieving circular economy in the country. It is also the first time
in over twenty years (or since RA 9003) that a significant piece of legislation related to waste
management has been passed in the country.

4.2.2.1. Overview of the EPR Act of 2022. The EPR Act was enacted on 22 July 2022 with
its implementation fully taking place after the passage of its Implementing Rules and
Regulations on 13 February 2023. The DENR-EMB, through the National Ecology Center
(NEC)!” is the main government implementing agency. The NEC is tasked to, among
others, maintain an SWM database and the EPR Registry, and ensure stakeholder
compliance with the EPR Act.

A key provision of the legislation is the institutionalization of the EPR mechanisms to
promote efficient waste management through waste reduction, recovery and recycling. It
also encourages the development of environmental-friendly products, guided by following
the principles of sustainable consumption and production, circular economy, and producer
responsibility. In addition, the law mandates the establishment of a national EPR
framework, which includes provisions to reduce the production and use of non-
environmentally friendly products and to effectively prevent waste leakage into the
environment through comprehensive product waste recovery programs.

Circular economy was also defined as (Section 3, RA 9003, as amended by RA 11898):

“an economic model of creating value by extending product lifespan
through improved design and servicing and relocating ways from the end of
the supply chain to the beginning. This intends to efficiently utilize
resources by its continual use and aims to retain the highest utility and value
of products, components, and materials at all times, through sharing, leasing,
reuse, repair, refurbishment, and recycling in an almost closed loop.”

Under the EPR Act, producers, manufacturers, and other related parties with defined
responsibilities are collectively classified as “obliged entities.” These entities refer to
product manufacturers or importers that supply goods into the consumer market, whether
directly for public use or as branded products distributed by a brand owner. In cases where
products are manufactured, assembled, or processes on behalf of another enterprise that

17 The National Ecology Center was created pursuant to Sec 7 of RA 9003. However, it was only established and operationalized by
the DENR on December 7, 2021 through NSWMC Resolution No. 1500, Series of 2021.
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applies its own brand, the brand-owning enterprise is considered the responsible
manufacturer under the law.

The coverage of the EPR Act applies primarily to large-scale enterprises engaged in the
generation of plastic packaging waste, particularly those with total assets exceeding Php
100 million, consistent with the asset thresholds established under RA 9501 (Magna Carta
for Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises). This classification is specified under Section
44(b) of RA 9003, as amended by RA 11898. MSME:s are not legally required to comply
with EPR obligations; however, they are encouraged to adopt EPR practices on voluntary
basis, either independently, through industry networks, or by participating in PRO.

The legislation prioritizes plastic waste as the initial focus of EPR implementation. While
the framework allows for the inclusion of other waste streams, plastic packaging materials
are the first category subject to EPR programs. Covered plastic packaging products include
flexible packaging (sachets, labels); rigid plastic packaging (food containers); plastic bags
(Single-use plastic); and polystyrene products.

Obliged entities are also provided flexibility in meeting the compliance requirements. They
may implement EPR programs individually or participate in collective arrangements, with
or without joining a PRO'8. For PROs, the DENR, in coordination with NSWMC and
relevant stakeholders, is responsible for setting standards, rules and operational guidelines.
These cover the following'®:

1. Governance and membership structure for PROs;

2. Defined roles and obligations, including program implementation, financing
mechanisms, stakeholder collaboration (including integration with the informal
waste sector), and execution strategies;

3. Benchmarks for achieving plastic neutrality;

4. Protocols for reporting, verification, and auditing of waste generation, recovery,
and diversion; and

5. Requirements for data gathering and database management,

Obliged entities or the PRO/s must register EPR programs with the NSWMC within 6
months from the effectivity of the law?’.

As part of mandatory waste diversion targets, obliged companies that generate rigid or
flexible plastic packaging must recover their plastic product footprint generated during the
immediately preceding year according to the following schedule:

e 20 percent recovery by 31 December 2023;

18 Section 44h, RA 9003 as amended by RA 11898
19 Section 44d, RA 9003 as amended by RA 11898
20 Section 44f, RA 9003 as amended by RA 11898
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e 40 percent recovery by 31 December 2024;

e 50 percent recovery by 31 December 2025;

e 60 percent recovery by 31 December 2026;

e 70 percent recovery by 31 December 2027;

e 80 percent recovery by 31 December 2028, and the succeeding years
thereafter.

4.2.2.2. Observations and analysis.

EPR Law is a good first step, but key issues remain. The EPR Act of 2022 has been
recognized as a positive step towards improving waste management in the country, and
also in the move towards achieving a circular economy (Ferareze and Cimatu 2023). The
Philippines is one among the few ASEAN countries that have passed and are actively
implementing @ mandatory EPR framework. The EPR Act is a positive step as it
represents: 1) a starting point for a cultural and societal shift on waste management; ii) an
opportunity for producers to be more responsible and sustainable, and for technological
innovation and ingenuity to shine through; and, iii) a challenge for all stakeholders to
improve overall waste management (Bueta 2023). This complements broader national
efforts at addressing marine litter, promote sustainable consumption and production, and
scale-up sustainable finance. Both current and past administrations have identified waste
management and the transition toward a circular economy as priority policy areas.

Despite these positive developments, several studies and experts have identified persistent
gaps and issues in the EPR Act’s implementation. For the law to be effective, obliged
entities and stakeholders need clear, detailed and enforceable rules and guidelines. A 2022
GIZ study outlined the following key areas requiring greater clarity and detail before
mandatory EPR programs can be effectively implemented (GIZ 2022):

e Operationalization of voluntary Producer Responsibility Organizations
(PROs);

e Defining EPR costs and fees;

e C(lear delineation of the roles of local governments and other national
agencies;

e Specific waste recovery targets, and strategic priorities for activities;

e Defined participation of the informal waste sector.

One recurring criticism is that the EPR Act establishes a system that is too flexible,
leaving crucial operational decisions to the discretion of obliged entities and PROs. For
example, companies are not required to join PROs or a collective and may opt for their
own individual EPR program They can also independently select waste management
service provider, either formally or informally organized, or work directly with local
government units. However, given that LGUs are mandated to implement waste
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management laws within their territorial jurisdiction, fragmented and uncoordinated
implementation could lead to inefficiencies and confusion.

In addition, there is no clear standards for EPR fees and costs, which are determined by
obliged entities and their chosen service providers. Bigger companies may invest in
recycling infrastructure while smaller ones may simply fund collection or diversion
activities to meet its targets. This also becomes a wider societal issue as potential costs
may be passed on to consumers, increasing their financial burden. Without alignment
between EPR fees and broader waste management infrastructure costs, financial resources
may not be effectively optimized.

Another major criticism of the EPR Act is that it only provides for waste diversion targets.
There is no requirement or mandatory target for recycling the plastic products and wastes
collected or diverted. In addition, there are also no directives for product re-design — for
example, to make products easier to recycle, or to use environmentally-friendly
alternatives, or to eliminate the use of harmful toxics and chemicals in certain plastic
products. Upstream measures such as these are merely optional. This results in a situation
of continuing plastic consumption leading to additional waste generation which waste
management systems may not be able to cope with.

The law also fails to specify the role of the IWS will be in EPR implementation, despite
its critical contribution to waste collection and recycling across the country. Many LGUs
rely heavily on IWS, whose livelihoods depend on these activities. Integrating IWS
participation into EPR frameworks is therefore essential, not only to strengthen waste
management system, but also to promote social and environmental justice.

Lastly, several environmental groups have criticized the law for allowing waste diversion
and disposal options such as co-processing and thermal waste-to-energy. As noted by
several organizations, these are environmentally compromising options that may do more
harm than good (Takada & Bell 2021; Thing 2024; GAIA 2018). Critics label them as
false solutions or forms of greenwashing, warning of potential human health impacts and
irreversible environmental damages.

Government capacity to implement and enforce the EPR Act. The success of the EPR
Act hinges on the government’s technical, financial, and institutional, capacity. However,
many studies have long pointed out the challenges and limitations agencies face in
implementing effective waste management, in particular the provisions of RA 9003.
Enforcing provisions on mandatory segregation, proper handling and transport, MRFs,
and closing non-SLF disposal facilities have all been difficult challenges for DENR and
other government agencies. The EPR Act adds another layer of responsibility to an
already overburdened system.
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Under the law, the National Ecology Center (NEC) is tasked to be the main implementing
body for EPR. However, it was only formally institutionalized by the DENR in 2021. Its
full operationalization, especially at the regional level, has yet to be fully realized.
Interviews reveal that several EPR programs submissions made before the February 2023
deadline remain unreviewed and/or unapproved despite the 10-day turn-around time
indicated in the law.

The EPR Act is also vague on the role of LGUs and how EPR programs should integrate
with local waste management systems being implemented by local governments. Under
RA 9003 LGUs are primarily responsible for implementing waste management laws and
rules within their respective jurisdictions. Thus, ideally EPR programs should be aligned
with what is already happening at the local and ground level. However, based on
observations such as those from the experience of Brgy. Mintal, LGU involvement in EPR
is weak.

LGU involvement and coordination are also critical because many local governments
have enacted their own ordinances on plastics and SUPs. There is a need to harmonize
EPR program implementation with these local ordinances to ensure national and
subnational compliance and alignment.

Several details and guidelines on EPR implementation are still pending from the
government. Current EPR enforcement have largely focused on plastic products, despite
significant concerns with other waste products, such as electronic wastes and used
clothing. Additionally, there is a lack of guidelines for the operationalization of PROs,
leaving key decision-making responsibilities primarily in the hands of the entities that
organize these PROs or collectives.

The annual EPR Audit and Compliance Reports (EACR) of the Oes, collectives and PROs
are guided by the recently released compliance report and auditing guidelines?' for the
EPR Act, voluntarily developed by the Audit and Assurance Standards Council (AASC)
and the Financial and Sustainability Reporting Standards Council (FSRSC). It enumerates
the contents of both the EPR Compliance Report (ECR) and EACR: 1) Information on
solid waste generation and management; i1) Data on processors/recyclers, including types
of materials recycled and pricing; iii) Information on recovery and diversion rates for each
type of plastic; iv) Costs associated with recovery and v) List of towns or cities where
EPR programs have been implemented.

Lacking crucial upstream measures and compliance by other stakeholders. The current
wording of the law only enjoins — not mandates — obliged entities to undertake upstream
measures — or activities which focus on reducing product consumption, or those which

21 DAO 2024-04, titled “ Compliance reporting and audit guidelines for RA 11898 or the Extended Producer Responsibility Act of
2022"
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eliminate wasteful or harmful elements of a product. The general goal of upstream
measures is to reduce the amount of products or items that are produced and consumed
and eventually become waste. It also aims to reduce the use of new and virgin resources
for products that can be reused and recycled through various means. As noted above,
under the EPR Act product re-design is only optional and does not need to be part of EPR
Programs.

Another important measure missing was on product labelling. This is also not mandatory
and was left to the determination of each EPR program. This can result in a disjointed
system with different labels and procedures which can confuse both waste service
providers and consumers. No guidance on labels — which may aid in and improve
recycling and other waste management activities — have also been provided under the law
or IRR.

Some groups have also noted that micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMESs) are not
covered by the EPR Act. MSMEs — which comprise approximately 90% of businesses in
the Philippines — are only encouraged to voluntarily adopt and implement EPR programs.
Organizations have pointed out that a lot of the plastic usage, and its associated waste and
potential leakage into the environment, happen at the MSMEs level. Without their
mandatory compliance, or at least inclusion into EPR programs, the law may have limited
impact to address waste from the use by MSME:s of products such as plastics.

Circular economy definition missing critical elements. One crucial aspect of the EPR
Act is the inclusion of the definition of circular economy. This is a step toward the
transition to circular economy in the Philippine waste management legal framework.
However, this definition is still lacking the critical elements of CE, including the
exclusion of waste reduction, reflecting the insufficient upstream measures. The
definition mainly emphasized the process of collection and waste diversion,
accompanying recycling. The definition also failed to consider the beneficial impacts of
CE to nature, such as reduced stress towards the environment and ecosystems. Lastly, it
also failed to recognize the systemic shift the CE framework seeks to achieve, through
changing the production and consumption patterns, as well as behavior through various
CE-approaches.

The definition as worded under the EPR Act of 2022 does not fully encapsulate what the
circular economy is. Although it is a good step in the right direction — as part the
Philippine legal framework it can potentially be a source of legal rights and obligations —
the law missed the opportunity of being aligned with the global understanding and
appreciation of the circular economy concept. The absence of waste reduction is one of
the most critical components of the circular economy lacking in the definition. Many have
argued that the world cannot recycle its way out of plastic pollution, thus increased
production and consumption of plastics (especially the unnecessary ones) must slow
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down or completely stop. As some have said, the world needs to “turn off the tap” of
plastics. This is the only way by which circularity can be fully achieved and for nature to
benefit from the circular economy.

4.2.3. Analysis of circular economy integration in Philippine waste management

The previous sections discussed circular economy as a concept, legal frameworks in the
Philippines on waste management, and a glimpse of how this concept plays out in the Philippine
context through the case studies on waste management and the EPR Act of 2022. No doubt it can
be unequivocally stated that circular economy is one of the most important waste management
concepts in the world today. Even in its nascent stage in the Philippines, the country’s existing
legal framework provides the foundational backbone for circular economy. Through new laws such
as the EPR Act, circular economy concepts and practices are continuously being integrated into
waste management systems and everyday life in the country — as showcased by the case studies
presented in this study.

With the above discussions, this section will analyze the findings of this study by answering two
questions:

1. Are current legal frameworks and policies in the Philippines aligned with the circular
economy?; and,

2. What are stakeholder views on the circular economy in the Philippines in terms of
definitions, barriers and challenges?

3. Are current legal frameworks and policies in the Philippines aligned with circular
economy?

As discussed above, existing Philippine laws and policies provide for essential elements of a basic
waste management system. In particular, RA 9003 can be described as a comprehensive law on
this subject, providing the elements and foundation of a basic waste management system. This is
complemented by provisions in the 1987 Constitution, other laws, and policy issuances which
provide for the overall waste management framework.

However, despite the existence of provisions which support the circular economy, implementation
and proper and full execution of basic waste management in the Philippines remains a continuing
challenge, which will make achieving or implementing a circular economy difficult. Many experts
have noted that for a circular economy to be effective, there needs to be a proper and effective
waste management system in place. In other words, there needs to be proper segregation,
collection, transport, storage and handling, and eventually recycling and/or disposal in place and
fully functional. Otherwise, the three principles of circular economy narrated above and discussed
in Table 3 below will not be achieved.

Through RA 9003’s waste hierarchy and its provisions which seek to prioritize waste reduction
and reuse and recycle, it provides for the backbone of circular economy in the Philippines. Using
the basic principles of the circular economy from the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, one can
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surmise that the Philippine legal framework on waste management already supports a circular
economy:

Table 3. Philippine legal frameworks with principles of circular economy

Principles of Circular Economy Presence in the Philippine laws and policies

Eliminate waste and pollution  Provisions both in the Constitution and in various laws
prevent waste and pollution from harming the
environment and people’s health. There are mandates for
government and other stakeholders to prevent pollution,
with appropriate fines and penalties for noncompliance
and violations.

Relevant plans and policies also make tackling pollution
and elimination of waste a priority.

Circulate products and Reuse and recycle are important components of the waste

materials hierarchy. Recent laws and policies — such as the EPR Act
and the PAP4SCP, among others — have pushed for
circularity in product design and use of materials.

Regenerate nature Through the above provisions and priorities, nature and
the environment is regenerated and protected. This is in
line with the primary constitutional policy on the right to
a clean and healthy environment, which recognizes the
rhythm and harmony of nature.

Source: Authors' own comparison

Despite the above presence of the circular economy principles in Philippines laws and policies, a
further analysis reveals that circular economy seems to be a policy still “on paper” only, limited to
“motherhood” statements and a “buzzword” which government and concerned stakeholders use
but fail to fully implement and follow. Despite gains and positive developments, circular
economy’s presence in specific policies or actions has yet to be fully realized. As noted above, the
term and concept is mentioned in many policies and strategies, but there has been little follow-
through and translation into concrete action — or more specifically it has not manifested in a shift
or major changes in the waste management system. Many argue it is still business-as-usual.

Of note here is the statement of some, even those in government that with the passage of the EPR
Act 0f 2022, the Philippines now has circular economy in place. Many experts will note that having
an EPR law is not equivalent to the circular economy. EPR is just one component in the circular
economy ecosystem and infrastructure that must be put in place. It is one of the tools to achieve
the principles of the circular economy.

Worth mentioning at this point are five limitations inhibiting the effectiveness of circular economy
laws and policies (Steenmans & Lesniewska 2023):
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1. Unclear boundaries and scale — This can be a result of a lack of planning, preparation,
and the absence of clear goals, targets, and timelines. There may also be a lack of clear
responsibilities and obligations among stakeholders.

2. Oversimplification of goals — Goals and targets may not have been carefully crafted,
with little use of data as basis, and oftentimes lacking stakeholder consultation and
coordination.

3. Side-lining of justice dimensions — For countries like the Philippines, the environmental
justice dimension of the circular economy cannot be ignored, particularly with the
presence and participation of IWS workers in many parts of the country. This is in
addition to the negative effects of waste pollution on already marginalized and
vulnerable segments of society.

4. Reinforcement of the status quo — Duty bearers, concerned government agencies, and
society as a whole may already be used to the existing waste management system and
can be hesitant to change. Business-as-usual and the perception that it already works can
hamper the shift to bolder and needed policies.

5. Unintended consequences — Poor and ineffective planning, or laws and policies drafted
without careful study, consideration, and consultation can result in consequences and
effects which have not been taken into account and can impact achieving a circular
economy. This can include increase in consumer prices, or the use of alternative products
which are in fact more harmful to the environment

4.2.4. Stakeholder insights on defining and advancing the circular economy in the
Philippines
As narrated above, circular economy is in the existing Philippine legal framework on waste
management. Many positive developments in law and policies have highlighted its importance,
especially in addressing existing waste management issues in the country. However, the study’s
analysis reveals the presence of critical barriers and challenges which hinder circular economy
from moving from paper to practice.

As part of the research and preparations for this report, and to see if the above findings are
supported, stakeholder views were gathered on the following: 1) defining the circular economy and
current circular economy in the Philippines; and ii) barriers and challenges to circular economy in
the Philippines. The discussion below will summarize the views expressed by different
stakeholders during interviews and stakeholder discussions.
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4.2.4.1. Defining the circular economy in the Philippines. Part of the research for this study
was to determine if the developments on the law and policy front on the circular economy
are reflected by what was happening in practice as gathered from stakeholder views. In
other words, are emerging policies on circular economy being cascaded to the ground where
the actual work of circular economy needs to be done? Or are they merely on paper, or
concepts which still need to be concretized and actualized?

Most stakeholders interviewed are of the opinion that there is already general knowledge
about circular economy concepts in the Philippines. RA 9003 and other waste management
laws, particularly the EPR Act of 2022, provide the foundation for its understanding. As
discussed above, it provides for the backbone and foundation for the emergence of circular
economy Philippine style.

Most experts and writers refer to the EMF definition of circular economy, with recognition
that it is the most widely accepted iteration of the concept. However, most stakeholders also
agree that there needs to be a recognition of the multiple definitions and approaches of
circular economy — there is no one-size-fits all. As noted in the discussions of circular
economy definitions, despite the over 100 different definitions of the concept, each one has
a different focus or aspect, despite common elements and similarities in focus. This
variance and uniqueness in circular economy definitions is reflected in an interesting point
raised by the stakeholders — that circular economy is actually already being practiced in the
Philippines. Though not mandated by any specific laws or policies, several daily habits or
practices of Filipinos are reflective of a circular economy mindset. Sari-sari stores (or
corner shops) have long practiced refilling of daily condiments or other household
essentials. Junkshops have been collecting recyclables and other valuable waste within their
local communities or cities. For more sophisticated items Filipinos have long patronized
repair and refurbish shops especially for electronic items and appliances. Some
stakeholders also noted that this circular economy lifestyle is also a way for lower income
families to cope and survive increasing living costs — it is a practice done out of necessity
and practicality.

The presence in both law and practice of the circular economy concept are positive
developments. However, stakeholders interviewed noted that there are several missing
elements in the prevailing definitions of the circular economy that are critical for the
Philippines. Of note is that behavioral insights and considerations of local culture and
traditions are missing in the definitions and conceptualizations. This supports the view that
there is no one-size-fits-all when it comes to circular economy — local contexts, including
that of customs, behaviors, and traditions need to be carefully considered and factored in.

The definitions also fail to highlight the importance of community participation in circular
economy practices. Using the example from the Philippines, this is a crucial consideration
especially when basic waste management systems rely heavily on local communities and
the IWS. MSMEs, which comprise over 90% of businesses in the country, are also
important players in the implementation of the circular economy. In relation to these,
particularly on the IWS, it is also important to take into account just transition
considerations. The changes to be made effective by the shift to a circular economy will
impact IWS workers who may lose their sources of livelihood.
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4.2.4.2. Barriers and challenges to circular economy in the Philippines. Stakeholders during
the FGDs and interviews were also asked about what barriers and challenges do they see
which hinder achieving the circular economy in the Philippines. As will be discussed in the
subsequent section, these issues create a seemingly confusing waste management landscape
which makes achieving a circular economy a daunting task.

Despite recent legal developments on circular economy and waste management, several
critical laws and policies are still missing. Even though there is mention of the 3Rs concept
(i.e., reduce, reuse, recycle) in existing laws like RA 9003, specific and more detailed
guidance and explanation are missing, or are not clear and confusing. In most cases, local
governments and different institutions are left to define what the 3Rs would entail and how
they are to be achieved. This creates a varied and confusing landscape for those who need
to comply, particularly the general public.

Another missing policy is clear legal guidance on upstream measures. As noted above,
current laws and policies focus heavily on downstream measures, or those that focus merely
on collecting and diverting the waste for proper disposal. Although there are references to
waste reduction or reducing production and consumption, these are not mandatory; or
where mandates exist there are no clear guidelines or requirements on what duty-bearers
need to do. Lastly, existing laws and policies are also not clear as to what other products
can be covered by EPR programs. Current guidelines are only focused on plastics, despite
growing calls for other polluting products to be included. Even though the EPR Act can
cover other types of products, there is no indication from policymakers when other products
— such as e-waste, glass bottles, and paper — will be covered under the law.

New policies such as those outlined above are important. However, equally crucial is the
proper and effective implementation and enforcement of existing laws on waste
management. This is an oft cited challenge for laws and policies in the Philippines.
Numerous studies and experts have noted several issues related to implementation and
enforcement of waste management laws in the country, among others: 1) basic waste
management mandates such as segregation and sorting at source are not strictly followed,
i1) heavy burden and reliance on LGUs for implementation and enforcement; iii) lack of
effective and accessible waste management and recycling infrastructure; iv) absence of
baseline data on waste footprint; and, v) insufficient funds and resources, including
technical capacity, at the local government level. As noted above, compliance and
enforcement of basic waste management laws, and addressing issues such as these, is a
critical component and required first step to achieve circular economy in the Philippines.

An issue related to implementation and enforcement is on the institutions. Stakeholders are
of the view that there is a problem of fragmented institutions as regards the circular
economy. Although the DENR remains the primary government agency on waste
management, different government agencies are also using their own mandates in relation
to the circular economy. This is reflected in standalone plans and programs as discussed
above, independently being implemented by the different agencies. All these taking place
in the absence of an overarching plan or strategy for circular economy in the Philippines.
Part of the challenge is the numerous stakeholders and waste management players in the
country — made all the more challenging by the absence of a comprehensive stakeholder
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mapping and the presence of a significant number of IWS players in different parts of the
country. In addition, in most cases there is a lack of continuity and sustainability of waste
management programs at the local government level, due in part to short term limits (i.e.,
3-year terms) and changing leadership and administrations at the city and municipal
governments.

Another barrier or challenge identified by stakeholders are some of the solutions and
schemes being offered as part of the circular economy which are allegedly problematic and
may cause more issues. As noted above, there is a heavy focus on downstream measures
which include WTE, co-processing, and other incineration options. Environmental groups
and stakeholders have noted that there are concerns of greenwashing and the lack of trust
in groups and business which have opted for these solutions. Concerned stakeholders also
question the capacity of the government to monitor these incineration facilities. This is also
concern especially since experts have pointed out that not all plastics are fully recyclable,
and thus the Philippines cannot recycle its way out of the plastic waste problem without
upstream measures.

5. Conclusion

It can be safely concluded that circular economy is one of the most important evolving concepts
in the Philippines today. It is not only critical for improving waste management in the country, but
also for supporting the achievement of other development goals and objectives. A clean and healthy
environment is essential for achieving social justice and sustainable development. However, as the
case studies and discussions above show, many challenges and barriers remain before the country
can achieve a circular economy — and one of the main issues is a proper conceptualization and
understanding of the concept for the Philippines. Framing circular economy “Philippine style” is
needed to guide the development of pathways toward achieving real circularity in the country.

The discussions below summarize several key observations, which help explain and provide
context for the recommendations in the last section.

5.1. Key insights

5.1.1. Circular economy as an integrative framework for waste management

Circular economy can help provide an overarching framework for waste management. It is is not
only critical for waste management but also for achieving and supporting other development goals.
Circular economy can be the “glue” which makes different and seemingly conflicting laws,
policies, and priorities stick and work together. This is crucial for countries like the Philippines
which have to deal with multiple social and economic challenges alongside environment and
climate issues.

Oftentimes, addressing environmental issues such as waste pollution is juxtaposed with other
socio-economic goals, where the latter is deemed a more immediate and pressing need for majority
of the population. However, to be able to achieve these goals and enjoy the basic rights associated
with the same, the right to a clean and healthy environment must be respected and protected —
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which means addressing environmental issue such as waste pollution. This important point was
emphasized recently by the United Nations General Assembly and by the UN Human Rights
Council, which recognized that the right to a clean and healthy environment is a fundamental
human right.

Tackling environmental issues does not always have to be unprofitable. For example, circular
economy can make businesses continue to be profitable despite the call to ban or limit the use of
certain products such as single use plastics:

e recycling can help reduce the use of raw materials and bring down supply chain costs;

e switching to alternatives to plastics can reduce waste and pollution costs, including risks
of potential fines and penalties; and

e switching to circular economy can attract sustainable investments which can improve and
prop up the business.

These are just some of the reasons why the circular economy can both beneficial for continued
economic development and addressing environmental issues such as waste pollution.

5.1.2. Continuing need to address critical issues and barriers to waste management

An often-cited challenge in Philippine governance is the need to improve enforcement and
implementation of existing laws and regulations. Many experts have observed time and again that
the country has good and progressive laws on paper but lacks the follow-through on executing the
same. The Philippines is usually the first to enact new and evolving regulations but fails to achieve
its goals and objectives quickly and effectively. The same is true for numerous environmental laws,
such as those on waste management — laws and rules are advanced and comprehensive but fail to
protect the environment, with conditions getting worse over the years.

The previous sections discussed several barriers and challenges to circular economy in the
Philippines. One will observe that these issues are not new in the waste management sector of the
country. If circular economy is to be achieved and to be successful, focus must first be to address
these issues and lay the proper groundwork for this framework and mindset through the effective
and full implementation of existing waste management laws and policies.

As is often said, there is no need to “reinvent the wheel” — meaning one must work within the
existing legal frameworks or move to integrate into practices that society is used to. However, this
does not mean status quo or simply business-as-usual. Circular economy can be seen as a new way
of seeing the wheel, providing overarching guidance and framework to steer waste management
in the right direction. This then requires that existing barriers and challenges in the sector be
addressed, in a particular proper and effective enforcement of laws and rules which will provide
the foundation for circular economy in the Philippines.
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5.1.3. Clarifying circularity and circular economy

As mentioned above, the stakeholders consulted for this report points to a seemingly confusing
waste management landscape which makes complying with existing laws and rules a challenge.
This also makes entering the waste market, or investing in processes, product design, and
infrastructure difficult. In addition to this, stakeholders have pointed to various issues on the
ground, or at the local or community level implementation of waste management laws and
mandates.

One area of confusion is as regards the focus on circularity or on circular economy — or put
differently if efforts are geared to be product focused or system focused. Generally, when the focus
of mandates and efforts is on the reuse, recycling, and closing the loop of a particular product —
such as plastics — it is understood as circularity (Kapoor et al 2023). On the other hand, a more
system-focused approach looks at the production and consumption patterns up to the waste
management generally for all products, oftentimes with particular attention on problematic or the
most polluting products. The latter is understood more as reflective of the circular economy.

There is a need to clarify if a product or system-focused approach is being pursued by the
government. While implementing the EPR Act, it would also help stakeholders if regulations can
clarify the circularity of types of plastics. This can be done by identifying the types of plastic to be
recycled into the same type, and the reusability of the said type of plastic. Clarity on the focus of
the policies can also help open up the space for technological solutions and innovations, including
the needed financing and investments for facilities and infrastructure.

From another perspective, circularity is an integral component of CE in the Philippine context.
Product focus gives tangibility to the CE discourse; hence, it may be applicable to include both
system and commodity appropriate approaches in our local definition of the concept.

A cursory look at the prevailing definitions of circular economy found in the Philippine legal
framework seems to reference a system focused circular economy model. The EPR Act refers to
an “...economic model of creating value...from the end of the supply chain to the beginning.” (RA
11898, p. 2) The proposed circular economy law also refers to “...a system approach wherein
products are designed for durability, reuse and recyclability...” On the contrary, based on
observations by the study team and the stakeholders consulted for this report, in practice
implementation of laws, particularly the EPR Act, tend to be product focused rather than taking a
more system-wide approach. This can be seen in the lack of clarity on future EPR rules or
regulations over other products such as e-waste, among others.

To bring clarity and tangibility in local CE discussions, we build on the above definitions to frame
CE in this report as:

“An economic model, which espouses a locally appropriate approach
to optimal resource utilization within the production-consumption-
waste management continuum of commodity systems and value
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chains, designed to minimize residual waste and sustain the longevity
and usability of materials from production, consumption, recovery,
reuse, and recycling.”

5.1.4. Promoting environmental justice and inclusivity

For a developing country like the Philippines, issues surrounding waste management do not only
concern the environment but also the rights and justice issues of the underprivileged and
marginalized in society. Vulnerable communities in both urban and rural settings are exposed to
environmental and climate harm including those brought about by pollution and waste
mismanagement.

The adverse impacts of pollution and waste mismanagement are felt more by the underprivileged
and marginalized. Lower-income families are more exposed to waste which may contain harmful
chemicals and substances that may impact their health. Those who rely on nature for their
livelihood and subsistence, like farmers and fisherfolk, lose their already meager income to waste
pollution in farmlands, coasts and fishing grounds.

The issue becomes more critical when viewed from the lens of IWS workers. As mentioned in
previous sections and in one of the case studies, IWS workers are important players in waste
management in the Philippines — in many cases they are the frontliners in waste collection,
segregation, sorting, recycling, and disposal. Where government infrastructure, resources, and
waste management systems are lacking, IWS workers — including those from informal
organizations and junk shops — fill in the gap to provide essential services.

A shift towards the circular economy may also impact lower-income segments of society. On a
labor aspect, changes in production methods and supply chain practices may affect workers who
may not immediately have the skills needed to be absorbed into the new, cleaner and more circular
operations. On the consumers' side, lower-income households tend to rely on low-cost products
sold in plastic sachets and in smaller quantities. These products are generally seen as more
pollutive and difficult to recycle due to challenges in collection and the types of material used. The
shift to cleaner and more environmentally friendly alternatives may have cost implications for
businesses and manufacturers, which may inevitably be passed on to the consumers. However,
new earning opportunities with CE also abound for both formal and informal workers and
enterprises.

These are just a few examples of why the circular economy, and efforts to shift towards it, must
also be seen through the lens of environmental and social justice. As discussed in one study, waste
management policies such as those dealing with marine litter and plastic pollution tend to focus
on 3Ps — policies, price, and processes. Crucially a fourth P is missing, that of people . Any effort
to shift toward circularity and the circular economy must consider both environment and people
and the distribution of benefits and burdens in related plans, programs, and policies. These
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considerations become all the more important for a country like the Philippines because of pressing
socio-economic realities.

5.1.5. Enabling a whole-of-society transition

Waste management is not just the concern of the government or waste service providers — it is a
problem which permeates and affects the entire society. A whole-of-society approach is needed to
ensure that there is stakeholder cooperation and collaboration in implementing policy and
programs across all segments of the circular economy.

Each stakeholder has a role to play in the journey towards a circular economy. The government
must lead the way in enacting laws and policies which form building blocks for circularity and a
circular economy. It must then have the political will and commitment to implement and enforce
these laws from the national down to the local level. There must be sustained effort and consistency
in policy implementation, stakeholder consultation and progress monitoring, especially since CE
will require the country to invest in long term. In other words, the government will be the critical
player to bring all other stakeholders together.

The private sector is an important partner in moving towards a circular economy. On the one hand,
some players are mandated to comply with new laws and measures enacted by the government,
such as mandatory EPR programs for obliged entities. On the other hand, businesses can also
support the government by making the needed counterpart investments in waste management
infrastructure, and also on research and development for new and innovative technologies that
support the shift towards a circular economy. The private sector can also help change consumption
behaviors that are not aligned with circularity by offering the right products and services in the
market, such as reuse and refilling options, natural and biodegradable packaging, and products
with recycled content.

An ideal circular economy ecosystem requires the government, private sector, CSOs and the
general citizenry to work hand in hand toward a true whole-of-society engagement. Many local
and grassroots organizations have been piloting and implementing community-based circular
economy programs. These have supported zero waste initiatives and small-scale recycling and
reuse programs, including those on refilling systems. More importantly, these projects and
localized programs have involved IWS workers and have provided many of them better and safer
working conditions and wages, allowing for a more dignified life.

The transition toward a circular economy in the Philippines involves multiple layers of complexity,
transcending laws and policies, institutional coordination, stakeholder collaboration, resource
mobilization and continuous research and innovation. Establishing legal frameworks aligned with
CE principles can accelerate the transition from a linear to a circular economy by creating a
regulatory environment that incentivizes sustainable practices.
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6. Circular economy showcase — a circular economy framework for the Philippines

Building on the insights discussed in the previous chapter, this section presents a proposed Circular
Economy Framework for the Philippines. The framework seeks to provide a coherent, actionable
structure to guide policymakers, implementing agencies and other stakeholders in operationalizing
circular economy principles within the national context.

The framework is grounded in the findings of this study and informed by relevant policies,
stakeholder perspectives and institutional realities in the Philippines. It reflects the need to
harmonize existing waste management policies, strengthen institutional coordination and establish
an enabling environment that supports innovation, inclusion and sustainability.

6.1.  Circular economy framework

Figure 3 below shows the system map of the Philippine Circular Economy, emphasizing the
continuous cycle of production, consumption and waste management. At its core is a Philippine-
appropriate circular economy, driven by six key elements: policy, institutions, resources,
commodity systems and value chains, behavioral systems and locally appropriate action.

Policy provides the legislative and planning foundation, while institutions involve government
agencies, CSOs, the private sector and communities. Resources come from public and private
investments as well as international support. Commodity systems and value chains ensure circular
flows in the transformation of raw materials and products, and sustainable industries, while
behavioral systems highlight the role and reorientation of organizational and consumer culture and
practices. Locally appropriate action contextually frames key CE initiatives, including research
and development, technology transfer, infrastructure improvement, and capacity building.

The transition towards circular economy in the Philippines has multiple levels of complexity,
trancending laws and policies, institutional augmentation, involvement and collaboration with
other stakeholders, availability of resources and continuous research and development.
Establishing legal frameworks aligned with the CE principles can accelerate the transition from a
linear to a circular economy as it creates a regulatory environment that can incentivize sustainable
practices.
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Figure 3. The circular economy framework for the Philippines
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Circular economy provides the government institutions a framework to achieve global
environmental goals as it tackles multiple environmental issues not only in waste management but
also the root causes. It requires the participation and full involvement of everyone, as consumers,
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producers and manufacturers of products and as waste producers. The shift to a circular economy
lowers the burden on natural resources, as enhanced resources efficiency is guaranteed through
increased material circulation and minimizing resource extraction. This also contributes to
lessening the dependency on natural resources, ensuring ecosystem regeneration. 2

7. Recommendations and ways forward

7.1.  Closing the circularity gap

The Circular Economy Foundation in its recent Circularity Gap Report (2023) stated that rising
material extraction has shrunk global circularity from 9.1% in 2018 to 7.2% in 2023. This widens
the Circularity Gap as the world predominantly depends on new (not recycled or repurposed)
materials for production and consumption. More than 90% of materials are either wasted, lost or
remain unavailable for reuse for years. A report by the World Bank in 2021 showed that the
Philippines is a net exporter of plastic scrap and had a recycling gap of 85% compared to its
regional neighbors, losing around 78 percent of the value of recyclable resins.

This poor performance indicates significant avenues for improvement in resource use and waste
management to close the circularity gap in both local and global arenas. Nevertheless, recent policy
and institutional developments in the Philippines present avenues for better stakeholder
cooperation and collaboration, and the application of technological solutions and innovations. The
government needs to focus on bridging critical institutional and implementation gaps including the
creation and/or operationalization of the NEC and local solid waste management or environment
offices, provision of technology, facilities and waste management resources, and facilitation of
public-private partnerships for capital and infrastructure needs.

In the previous section, this study noted how circular economy can help provide an overarching
framework for optimal resource use and waste management in the Philippines. This should
however be done within the context of addressing critical issues and barriers within various sectors,
foremost of which is the implementation of existing production, consumption and waste
management laws and policies. At the same time, the government must also clarify if its approach
is towards circularity of products or a systemic shift to a more encompassing circular economy
which cuts across commodity systems and consumer behaviors. All these are to be done through a
whole-of-society approach with emphasis on the environmental and social justice.

7.2.  Strategic priorities for a circular economy transition

Taking into account the above key findings and observations of this study, including the insights
gathered from the case studies and stakeholder consultations, the following section discusses the
potential elements required in crafting a pathway toward circular economy in the Philippines. The
recommendations will conclude with a proposed showcase of circular economy (through a circular

22 Table 5 in Annex explains the framework and how each node interacts with one another.
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economy systems map) in the country taking into account the elements to be discussed. These
elements are:

Practical and localized framing of the Circular Economy concept and approach;
Harmonization national and subnational policy, plans and action;

Locally applicable and rooted in Filipino culture and traditions;

Environmental and social justice compliant approach;

Built upon the proper and effective implementation of basic waste management
systems;

Added focus on reduction of resource use and consumption;

7. Guided by clear and comprehensive laws, regulations, policies and institutions

A

o

under an overarching framework; and,
8. Capable and competent institutions that gather public support and the needed
investments.

7.3. Core elements of a Philippine Circular Economy Framework

7.3.1. Pursue practical and localized framing of circular economy

To bring clarity and tangibility in local CE discussions, we need to build on the global and local
understanding of this economic model and come up with an acceptable localized framing. The
working definition below presents an alternative take on CE as a locally applicable approach to
optimizing resource utilization and waste management toward closing circularity loops.

“An economic model, which espouses a locally appropriate approach to
optimal resource utilization within the production-consumption-waste
management continuum, of commodity systems and value chains, designed to
minimize residual waste and sustain the longevity and usability of materials
from production, consumption, recovery, reuse, and recycling”.

By encompassing commodity systems, value chains and consumer behavior in this definition of
circular economy, we integrate the concept of a commodity-based circularity in the model and
cover a holistic perspective of how resources flow across society, from extraction, production,
distribution and even use and disposal, capturing all actions, decisions and processes made in the
production, processing, marketing and consumption of products, and the disposition of by-
products and wastes.

The same covers the breath of material journey from the origin of raw materials to the
manufacturing of various products and their eventual consumption, including decisions regarding
the acquisition, use, recovery, recycling and disposal of products, by products and residual wastes.

Ultimately, breaking down commodity systems up to the product consumption and post
consumption stages will present tangible and practical avenues for CE-related interventions. This
articulates a practical and lay-friendly dimension to the CE discourse.
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7.3.2. Push for locally applicable approaches rooted in Filipino culture, traditions and
domestic industries

Circular economy in the Philippines needs to recognize existing locally-appropriate “circular”
practices in Filipino culture and traditions. These include practices of reusing, refurbishing, and
recycling discarded items; refilling daily commodities via sari-sari stores; and buying and using
second-hand and pre-loved items such as clothing and furniture, among many others. The tradition
of community-centeredness, reflected in the Filipino trait and practice of bayanihan is also an
important consideration. This is reflected in numerous community-led and grassroots driven waste
management interventions, especially when government services are lacking or absent. Local
values such as pakikipagkapwa (shared responsibility), paggalang (respect for others) also align
with CE, emphasizing the importance of community and collective action, as well as having
considerations for others.

Given that CE practices are intertwined with Filipino socio-cultural norms, the CE framework
must integrate these dimensions to ensure community-level acceptance and effective
implementation, which is essential for advancing circularity.

Philippine industries in agriculture, manufacturing and services also have their own embedded
domestic industry culture that capture the ways, qualities and preferences of the people. These help
shape corporate or business structures, organizational culture, and workplace policy, including the
adoption of tenets as they relate to circular economy initiatives

7.3.3. Ensure environmental and social justice compliance

As discussed above, given the Philippines’ prevailing socio-economic conditions, addressing
environmental issues such as waste management and plastic pollution must account for the needs
of vulnerable and marginalized sectors. Pollution is fundamentally linked to social and
environmental justice concerns that exacerbate its impacts. Circular economy policies, programs,
and interventions must therefore integrate environmental justice to achieve real and lasting
effectiveness. Adopting a rights-based approach places priority on the concerns and welfare of
low-income consumers, informal waste sector workers, and pollution-affected communities in
shaping solutions . Also as noted above, a 4Ps approach — where policy, process, price, and people
are all considered holistically — should be used to ensure that environmental justice considerations
are taken into account from conception to implementation of circular economy efforts.

An environmental justice and rights-based approach also help ensure a just transition for those
affected by the shift to a circular economy. It is inevitable that many businesses and industries will
need to change their operations and processes and also make adjustments in their respective supply
chains. With this many workers, skilled or not, will be affected and may end up being retrenched.
In this situation, a just transition calls for due consideration of the worker’s plight, going beyond
what labor laws require to be given upon separation but also considering the provision of retraining
and re-skilling courses, and other forms of livelihood assistance. Similarly, those in the informal
sector also need some form of protection through a just transition. The shift to a circular economy
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may result in reliance on more formal and organized waste management systems. This can then
result in the loss of jobs and livelihood for many IWS workers. Their need for stable sources of
income and dignified living must also be considered in the move towards a circular economy.

7.3.4. Strengthening basic waste management systems

Effective waste management systems are essential to facilitate the transition to circular economy.
Progress toward circularity relies on properly implemented basic waste practices, such as source
segregation, safe collection, and transport; adequate sorting and transit facilities; and
environmentally responsible disposal or recycling. Supported by appropriate policies, strict
enforcement, and the active participation of businesses and the public, these practices create a
strong foundation for the transition to a circular economy.

As noted above, RA 9003 captures many if not all of the requirements of a basic waste management
system. This law, supported by other laws and policies, provides backbone and essential guidance
on key circular economy concepts. This is important to note because it means circular economy is
not actually new to the Philippines and is already in its waste management legal framework and
policies. As many studies and experts have said, proper and effective implementation and
enforcement of existing laws are needed to address various environmental and socio-economic
issues. This is no less true in optimizing waste management and pushing for circular economy in
the country.

7.3.5. Focus on reducing resource use and consumption

The reuse and recycling of materials throughout the production cycle are fundamental components
of circular economy. These practices are crucial for reducing reliance on virgin resources, allowing
the environment to recover and regenerate. However, their effectiveness depends on corresponding
changes in production and manufacturing processes by businesses. There is a need to prioritize
resource-use reduction, not just through recycling, but also across all stages of the value chain
activities.

Many environmental groups have argued that we cannot recycle our way out of the plastic
pollution crisis. The continued use of new and virgin resources will only overwhelm waste
management and recycling systems - even more so in developing countries like the Philippines.
More products and items which potentially become waste means a greater volume of materials
which need to be handled by the system. This creates increased pressure on an already
overwhelmed system. In a circular economy, upstream measures and changes in production and
manufacturing help ease the burden on the environment and regenerate nature.

7.3.6. Policy harmonization across levels of governance

In the absence of dedicated legislation on the circular economy, progress can still be achieved by
consolidating and harmonizing existing policies and action plans across national, subnational, and
sectoral levels.
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There are relevant provisions which can be captured from the following important documents,
among others: the Philippine Development Plan; the Philippine Action Plan for Sustainable
Production and Consumption; the National Climate Change Action Plan; the National Adaptation
Plan; the National Plan of Action on Marine Litter; the different LGU Comprehensive
development, solid waste management, and other thematic development plans; specific industry
development plans; and the long term visions from the Ambisyon 2040 and the NAST Pagtanaw
2050.

The above enumeration can already provide a makeshift backbone for the institution of circular
economy in the country. Recent laws and policies open up the pathway towards this shift. The EPR
Act of 2022 and plans such as the NPOA-ML allow for greater private sector accountability and
participation in waste management. They also put a spotlight on problematic and highly polluting
products such as SUPs. Plans such as the PAP4SCP provide critical linkages with other
government priorities such as sustainable development goals. In addition, it supports efforts at
changing production and consumption lifestyles and behaviors, which are key components of a
circular economy. Furthermore, other roadmaps such as those on sustainable finance and science
and technology in solid waste management provide needed support for circular economy goals,
and cover gaps in funding and research and innovation.

7.3.7. Establishing an overarching circular economy framework legislation

The drive towards CE in the Philippines is inherently complex, but it will also create opportunities
toward addressing local sustainability challenges and global environmental commitments. By
reducing resource waste, promoting ecological integrity, and addressing multiple environmental
issues, CE serves as a platform for sustainability and long-term resilience. The success of this
transition also rests largely on broad-based collaboration toward shared responsibility, engaging
all consumers and producers, including households and other waste generators. Central to this shift
is the institution of coherent policy and locally appropriate action; prioritization of resource use
efficiency and greater circulation; institutional strengthening and resource provision; behavioral
reorientation among producers and consumers; and clear targeting within commodity systems and
value chains.

Shifting to a circular economy is an enormous task which cannot be done overnight and will require
a long term commitment and clear guidance and direction. Although progressive action can already
be started with the existing set of policies and plans, this does not mean business-as-usual as an
overarching guidance and framework is required to overcome challenges, better ground policy and
steer waste management in the country to another level.

Alignment and synergy among the different components and moving parts of a circular economy
can only be ensured through clear policy guidance. Albeit certain prerequisites to a circular
economy may already exist in the country, an overarching policy framework is still needed. This
is to avoid a situation where multiple initiatives are moving independently creating overlaps,
duplications, and inefficiencies in the use of already scarce government resources.
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The study also noted that several bills on circular economy have been filed in both the House of
Representatives and the Senate in the 19th and 20th Congress. These filings can serve as effective
starting points for conversations, but further research on the locally- appropriate circular economy
framework law and/or policy is still recommended.

While waiting for the passing of actual legislation, the country can already capitalize on
complementary policy, plans and programs. Working within the existing legal and development
frameworks is a low hanging fruit toward progressive action that integrates the spirit of CE into
practices that industries and communities are familiar with.

7.3.7.1.Key features of a future circular economy law. Aside from the above, a good
framework law or policy must expound on and provide guidance on:

¢ Institutionalizing circular economy education;

e Mainstreaming circular economy principles in national, subnational and sectoral
plans;

e Mapping milestone targets and identifying next steps; including commodity
system coverage and priority products for EPR implementation, particularly other
problematic and highly polluting products;

¢ Embedding science-based and data-driven decision-making; and,

e Establishing an effective monitoring and evaluation platform to avoid
greenwashing and promote public trust and confidence.

e Ensuring funding for targets and milestones by estimating and appropriating the
required investment. Medium and long-term development and investment
programs for CE must be developed, enjoining public and private sector
investment in locally appropriate CE technologies, including state of the art
CE/waste management infrastructure.

7.3.8. Strengthening institutions and governance capacity

Strong institutions are required to ensure the proper implementation of existing laws on waste
management both at the national and subnational levels. The same is true when pushing for
innovation and new policies like the circular economy framework law. Government institutions,
which include policy-making and regulatory agencies, need to be capable and competent to
implement the circular economy plans and programs. This entails having technical and state-of-
the-art knowledge and information, and adequate amounts of financial and other resources. These
institutions will also be critical in ensuring the due consideration and proper inclusion of the other
elements of circular economy as discussed above.

The intuitive institutional lead for CE is the DENR given its mandates related to waste
management and other environmental concerns. However, the complexity and required multifaced
approach to grounding CE will necessitate the active involvement of other departments, including:
DEPDev, DTI, DILG, DOST, DoF and DPWH. Like in the implementation of the ecological solid
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waste management act of 2000, the local government units will also bear a heavy responsibility in

ensuring that CE tenets are properly applied (see Table 4).

Within the DENR structure, the NEC can be the focal unit for CE since it has been tasked with the
implementation of the EPR Act of 2022. However, as discussed in earlier parts of this study, the
NEC has only been recently organized despite the 2-decade old mandate under RA 9003 for its
operationalization, Other than this, and to adequately prepare DENR for its institutional leadership

role, it is recommended that the following actions be taken:

1. Improve the technical capacity of the NSWMC, EMB, and other DENR offices;
2. Operationalize and ensure the technical capacity of the NEC at the regional level;

3. Enjoin the capacity building and active involvement of LGUs in implementing

waste management laws within the framework of circular economy; and,

4. Address institutional fragmentation by playing a lead role in synergizing
government efforts towards the CE pathway.

Various government agencies have critical roles to play in promoting and achieving circular

economy in the Philippines. The table below summarizes the key functions which some
government agencies can perform:

Table 4. Key functions of government agencies towards the transition to circular economy

Government Agency

Role in the Circular Economy

Department of
Environment and
Natural Resources

e Lead government agency that ensures alignment and synergy
among all concerned government agencies and stakeholders.

e Ensure the sustainable utilization of natural resources by
monitoring resource usage and extractions.

e Facilitate the initial transition from linear economic model to
circular economy through the proper and full implementation of the
EPR Law.

Department of Science
and Technology

e Align implementation of the Sustainable Science and Technology
for Solid Waste Management Road Map with overall circular economy
goals and objectives.

e Identify new, emerging, appropriate and environmentally sound
technologies aligned with the circular economy.

e Conduct and support the necessary research and development on
circular economy technologies and methodologies, including those on
necessary waste management and infrastructure.

Department of Trade
and Industry

e Provide appropriate and effective linkages with the private sector,
trade and commerce associations, and foreign investors and
chambers of commerce.

e Give relevant and up-to-date information on businesses,
industries and establishments particularly on obliged enterprises
pursuant to the EPR Act of 2022.
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e Ensure inclusion of MSMEs in circular economy efforts, including
capacity building on compliance.

Department of the e Ensure appropriate and effective linkages and coordination with

Interior and Local LGUs, including with national associations such as the Union of Local

Government Governments of the Philippines (ULAP), and the Leagues, among
others.

e Provide assistance to LGUs in the form technical and capacity
building support towards the proper implementation of and
compliance with basic waste management laws.
e Ensure that LGUs are an integral part of circular economy efforts
and in developing plans, schemes and programs.

Department of Finance e Align implementation of the Sustainable Finance Roadmap with
overall circular economy plans and programs, in particular by
identifying sources of financing for circular economy programs and
activities (i.e., waste management infrastructures).

e Identify financing schemes and mechanisms for waste
management initiatives, especially at the local government level.

Department of e Align implementation of the Philippine Action Plan for Sustainable
Economy, Planning Consumption and Production with overall circular economy plans and
and Development programs.

e Ensure alignment of circular economy plans and programs with
other national development goals and policies (i.e. the 5 year
Philippine Development Plan), and with other long-term plans and
policies of the government.

Department of Public e Advocate for the creation of infrastructures for circularity that
Works and Highways enable material reuse, repair, refurbishment and recycling.
e Utilize green public procurement options which can include the
use of recycled and/or more sustainable products, supplies, and

materials.
Local Government e Ensure proper implementation of basic waste management
Units systems within their jurisdiction pursuant to RA 9003.

e Ensure alignment of the LGUs’ Solid Waste Management Plans
(SWMPs) to the principles of circular economy.
e Ascertain the adherence of and support their constituents to the
overall circular economy plans, programs, and guidelines.

Source: Authors' own compilation

Local governments and sub-national bodies also play an important role in waste management and
achieving circular economy in the Philippines. As noted in this study, LGUs are the frontline
government instrumentality tasked with implementing waste management laws and regulations,
particularly RA 9003, including the EPR Act of 2022. However, the reality is that many LGUs face
challenges in fulfilling this mandate. This can be due to several reasons including lack of financial
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resources, limited technical capacity, and the need to prioritize other socio-economic related
mandates such as health services and basic education, among many others.

Given the undeniable critical role of local governments in achieving circular economy goals, the
following can be further undertaken:

1. Providing technical training and capacity building of local government officials and staff
on waste management within the circular economy framework;

2. Ensuring financial resources are made available, including support for effective budgeting
and resource utilization;

3. Providing the appropriate and effective channels for coordination and cooperation among
LGUs, other national government agencies, and private sector stakeholders; and,

4. Supporting and initiating the development of waste management infrastructure which can
serve the needs of several LGUs.
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9. Annex

Table 5. Matrix explaining the Philippine Circular Economy Model

Main Subcomponents Role in Production Role in Role in Waste
Component Consumption Management
Policy - Legislation Set regulations for Guides responsible  Establishes mandates for

- Functional Policy sustainable consumption segregation, recycling
(AOs, Memos, production methods, through labeling, targets, and landfill
Circulars, eco-design, and awareness diversion policies.
Resolutions) extended producer programs, and
- Development plans  responsibility. incentivize
sustainable choices
Institutions - NGAs and LGUs Government NGOs, and LGUs, NGOs, and private
- NGOs/CSOs agencies and private  communities, sector manage collection,
- International sector innovate and influence segregation, and recycling
development orgs implement consumption programs
- Private sector sustainable/circular patterns and
- Households and production processes promote
communities reuse/recycling
culture
Resources - Public investment Funds R&D and Supports consumer  Finances waste collection
- Private investment infrastructure for access to systems, MRFs and
- ODAs/Loans/Grants  sustainable circular sustainable goods, recycling industries.
systems, which services, and repair
accelerate the facilities
transition to CE
Commodity - Circular Value Designs products for ~ Promotes purchase  Recovers end-of-life
systems Chains durability, of long-lasting, products for repair,
and value - Resource Flows reparability, and reusable and remanufacturing or
chains - Products recyclability. modular products material recycling.
- Industries Optimizes supply
chains for minimal
waste
Behavioral - Organizational Encourages Shapes consumer Fosters public
systems behavior companies to adopt habits towards participation in
- Consumer behavior  circular business minimal waste segregation, recycling, and
models generation, mindful composting practices.
purchasing, and
proper disposal.
Locally - Research and Develops local Creates locally Builds waste management
appropriate development innovations in tailored consumer infrastructure
action - Technology transfer  production, such as awareness
and adoption biodegradable programs and
- Infrastructure materials or low- incentives

development
Capacity building

waste manufacturing
processes
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