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NSW Circular Economy Policy Framework

Why NSW needs a Circular Economy Policy 

Current patterns of resource use in NSW are no longer sustainable, and current resource recovery policies 
and technologies are no longer fit for purpose. This impacts businesses, households, the environment, 
human health, State and Local Government, and the NSW economy. These impacts have been compounded 
by China’s National Sword policy.

That’s why the NSW Government is developing a Circular Economy Policy that will minimise these negative 
impacts and deliver positive economic, social and environmental outcomes for the NSW community. Moving 
to a circular economy will provide long-term economic, social, and environmental benefits for NSW. This 
transition will generate jobs, increase the robustness of the economy, increase the accessibility of goods, 
maximise the value of resources, reduce waste, and improve how we use resources.

Roles of NSW Government

Government policy: 
The NSW Government is making a commitment to 
transition to a circular economy.

The NSW Government will investigate opportunities 
to incorporate circular economy principles into the 
NSW Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery 
Strategy and, if required, the Waste Avoidance and 
Resource Recovery Act 2001.

Government operations: 
The NSW Government will lead by example 
and drive market change by implementing 
circular economy principles within its own 
procurement processes.

Local advocacy: 
The NSW Government will help NSW transition 
to a circular economy future by supporting local 
innovation and reducing market, regulatory, and 
governance barriers to the adoption of circular 
economy principles by the private sector and 
local government.

National and international advocacy: 
The NSW Government will advocate for the 
adoption of circular economy principles and targets 
at both the national and international levels.

NSW Government Focus Areas (8)

Support 
innovation

Procurement High quality 
consistent 
recycling

Value 
organics

Mainstream 
product 
stewardship 

Responsible 
packaging

Support 
re-use and 
repair

Better 
design

Implementation

 • Investigate how to incorporate circular economy consideration in government decision making.

 • Incorporate circular economy principles into the NSW Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Strategy 
in 2019, to go beyond the current focus on end-of-life resource management.

 • Publish an Implementation Plan, with activities in the eight focus areas.

 • Use the Waste Less, Recycle More program to drive innovation towards a circular economy across the 
NSW recycling sector.
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1.  How This Policy 
Statement Operates

This Policy Statement:

 • defines the NSW Government’s role in 
implementing circular economy principles across 
the state

 • sets focus areas to guide implementation

 • commits NSW to achieving the aspirational long-
term objective of embedding circular economy 
principles in NSW public and private sector 
decisionmaking, and the NSW mindset more 
broadly, by 2025

 • sets out achievements to date

 • sets out the first steps for implementation.

A circular economy values resources by keeping 
products and materials in use for as long as possible. 
Maximising the use and value of resources brings 
major economic benefits, contributing to innovation, 
growth and job creation. A circular economy can help 
protect businesses from fluctuating commodity prices 
and provide a more stable operating environment for 
manufacturers, retailers and consumers.

The NSW Government will adopt the following 
circular economy principles: 

 • minimise consumption of finite resources

 • decouple economic growth from resource 
consumption

 • design out waste and pollution

 • keep products and materials in use

 • innovate in resource efficiency, give preference to 
higher order re-use and repair opportunities

 • create new circular economy jobs.

The following activities have been identified in the 
Federal Government’s Discussion Paper ‘An update to 
the National Waste Policy: Less waste, more resources 
2009’, which also align with the NSW circular 
economy policies:

 • reducing waste generation

 • improving resource recovery

 • increasing the use of recycled material in products

 • managing material flows to benefit human health, 
the environment and the economy

 • improving information to support innovation, guide 
investment and enable informed decisions.

The NSW Circular Economy Policy will provide a 
framework for implementing initiatives throughout 
the product life cycle, from design, manufacturing, 
and retail to disposal at the end of a product’s use. 
These initiatives will promote long-lasting design, 
maintenance, repair, re-use, sharing, transforming 
products into services, remanufacturing, and 
recycling. The NSW Government will be an early 
adopter, implementing those opportunities where the 
benefits are clear. 
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2.  The International, 
National and State Context

International Context
The world is in transition, and support for a 
circular economy is gaining momentum amongst 
governments, businesses, and non-government 
organisations.

This growing international profile of the circular 
economy is due to its ability to deliver environmental 
benefits, increased resource efficiency, and job 
creation. Similarities amongst countries with 
ambitious circular economy goals include strong 
recycling and waste management frameworks, often 
augmented by specific laws that deal with packaging 
and other materials.

Japan, Europe and China are experimenting with 
more comprehensive circular economy initiatives 
that look beyond waste management to reducing the 
materials use and environmental impact of products 
throughout their lifecycle. 

NSW can also learn from international best practices 
in circular economy. Doing nothing risks NSW being 
left behind and missing out on the opportunities this 
approach offers in terms of economic, social, and 
environmental benefits. 

National Context
Until recently, China was a large importer of 
recyclable materials from Australia, accepting more 
than 1.25 million tonnes of recycled material in  
2016-17. In early 2018, China began enforcing 
its National Sword policy, which imposed strict 
contamination limits on the types of recycled 
materials that China will accept. Recyclable materials, 
including paper and cardboard, plastics and metals, 
are all impacted by this change. Because the 
Australian recycling industry is not currently set up to 
meet these contamination limits alternative markets 
have had to be found. 

In response to the challenges facing the Australian 
recycling sector, the Commonwealth Government 
committed to updating the National Waste Policy: 
Less Waste, More Resources 2009 at the seventh 
Meeting of Environment Ministers on 27 April 2018. 
The Commonwealth Government aims to update 
this policy, including the incorporation of circular 
economy principles, by the end of 2018. The NSW 
Government continues to work closely with the 
Commonwealth Government to advocate the 
importance of circular economy principles within 
this Policy and support relevant initiatives at the 
national level.

State Context
NSW is not immune to the challenges impacting 
recycling both globally and nationally following the 
implementation of China’s National Sword policy. 
The NSW Government is committed to protecting 
the state’s strong history of recycling and is working 
with local councils and industry to respond to 
these challenges.

In March 2018, the NSW Government endorsed the 
development of a circular economy policy for NSW. 
This policy will build on NSW’s strong track record in 
waste avoidance and resource recovery.
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Principles Description

Minimise consumption of 
finite resources 

 • Replacing raw materials with recovered and recycled products, which will 
reduce demand for finite natural resources and minimise the environmental 
impacts from the extraction and processing of these raw materials.

Decouple economic 
growth from resource 
consumption

 • Maximising the value of resources by keeping materials in use for as long as 
possible, which will decouple economic growth from resource use.

Design out waste and 
pollution

 • Innovating product design for longevity, re-use, remanufacture and resource 
recovery to make it easier for customers to share, repair or upgrade goods.

 • Extending the lifespan of existing landfills and reducing demand for new 
landfills, which will reduce the emission of greenhouse gases and other 
pollutants.

 • Increasing service offerings as well as increased remanufacture and repair 
activities to minimise the amount of resources used and avoid the generation 
of waste.

Keep products and 
materials in use

 • Developing local markets for high quality post-consumer recycled materials, 
which keeps materials in use for longer, reduces dependency on international 
markets and reduces the impacts of commodity price fluctuations.

 • Improving quality of collected materials and improving sorting of these 
materials so they are available for re-use.

 • Increasing access to goods for the NSW populace through a focus on 
sharing, re-use and repair, with benefits for low-income households.

Innovate in resource 
efficiency, give preference 
to higher order re-use and 
repair opportunities

 • Capturing value from recycling resources in new ways, including innovative 
business models and services across different sectors.

 • Innovating technologies that increase resource efficiency and preference 
higher value re-use opportunities, leading to a range of benefits compared to 
the “take, make and dispose” status quo.

Create new circular 
economy jobs

 • Creating jobs in new manufacturing, service and resource recovery sectors 
associated with recycling, re-use, remanufacturing and increased service 
offerings.

 • Encouraging repair and refurbishment, re-use and recycling and creating new 
skills and employment opportunities in these industries.
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3.  The NSW Government’s role 
in the circular economy

The NSW Government will implement actions 
that enable NSW to transition to a best practice 
circular economy.

The NSW Government will implement this through:

 • Government policy: The NSW Government 
will investigate opportunities to incorporate 
circular economy principles into the NSW Waste 
Avoidance and Resource Recovery Strategy, as 
part of the five-yearly review process, as well as 
the Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Act 
2001 (WaRR Act), if required.

 • Government operations: In addition to delivering 
government services and managing government 
assets, the NSW Government is itself a major 
purchaser of goods and services. The Government 
will lead by example and drive market changes 
through its own procurement practices.

 • Local advocacy: The NSW Government will 
help NSW transition to a best practice circular 
economy by supporting local innovation actions 
and reducing market, regulatory and governance 
barriers to the private sector and local government 
adoption of circular economy principles.

 • National and international advocacy: The NSW 
Government will advocate for the adoption of 
circular economy principles at the national and 
international levels, including through contributions 
to the Commonwealth process to update 
Australia’s National Waste Policy: Less Waste, More 
Resources (2009) by the end of 2018.

4.  Focus Areas
Government action will be guided by eight focus 
areas. The focus areas show the importance of ‘push’ 
and ‘pull’ initiatives to stimulate both the supply 
and demand sides of resources in the economy. 
The transition to a circular economy is enabled by 
data, investment, innovation, collaboration, skills 
and engagement.

7. SUPPORT RE-USE AND REPAIR

Push

Pull

NSW Circular Economy Policy for Cities and Regions
‘Too Good To Waste’

1. SUPPORT INNOVATION

2. PROCUREMENT 

3. HIGH QUALITY, 
CONSISTENT RECYCLING

4. VALUE ORGANICS 

5. MAINSTREAM PRODUCT STEWARDSHIP 

6. RESPONSIBLE PACKAGING 

8. BETTER DESIGN 

Data, Investment, Innovation, Collaboration, Skills, Engagement
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These focus areas are priorities that will guide future Government action.

Focus Area Description

Support innovation Targeting grant programs and service hubs to assist businesses of all sizes 
with developing ‘outside-the-box’ solutions to accelerate the transition to a 
circular economy.

Procurement Sustainable procurement practices by business and government will drive 
demand for recovered materials and reusable products.

High quality, consistent 
recycling

Improving recycling systems will generate higher quality recovered materials 
that can be used more easily for a greater range of purposes and for a 
longer time.

Value organics Making the most of organic resources means avoiding waste as well as 
encouraging recovery and re-use . For example, donating unused food is 
preferable to composting, energy recovery, and disposal.

Mainstream product 
stewardship

Providing an incentive for producers to take responsibility for the  
management of the end of product life to improve environmental,  
economic and social outcomes.

Responsible packaging Reducing packaging as well as increasing its recycled content and recyclability 
drives local demand for recycled material and expands end markets.

Support re-use and repair Supporting re-use and repair activities to prioritise re-use and repair over 
recycling and disposal. Re-use and repair keeps goods in use for longer, which 
creates jobs and provides lower cost goods.

Better design Incentivising product designers to increase product lifetimes, improve durability 
and repairability, and reduce the impacts of products over the product lifecycle. 
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5.  Delivering the  
Policy Framework

The next steps to implement this framework are:

Embedding circular economy consideration in 
Government decision making
The NSW Government is in the process of embedding 
circular economy principles across government 
operations including service delivery, infrastructure, 
purchasing decisions and regulatory frameworks.

Incorporating circular economy principles in 
the revision of the NSW Waste Avoidance and 
Resource Recovery Strategy in 2019.
In NSW, there are two key pieces of environmental 
legislation that deal with waste. Firstly, the Protection 
of the Environment Operations Act 1997 (POEO 
Act) sets the framework to ensure that human 
health and the environment are protected, including 
from unlawful waste activities. Secondly, the Waste 
Avoidance and Resource Recovery Act 2001 (WaRR 
Act) aims to ensure that consideration of resource 
management options occurs in the following order: 

 • avoidance of unnecessary resource consumption

 • resource recovery (including re-use, reprocessing, 
recycling and energy recovery)

 • disposal.

Developing a Circular Economy 
Implementation Plan 
A Circular Economy Implementation Plan will be 
developed by 2020 to establish timing and direction 
for the implementation of activities in the eight 
focus areas. This will include alignment with existing 
government programs; notably, the Waste Less, 
Recycle More program can be utilised to drive greater 
innovation across the NSW recycling sector. The Plan 
and associated actions will be regularly reviewed in 
line with NSW Government regulations. 

6. Achievements to date
$47 million to support recycling in NSW
In March 2018, the NSW Government announced 
a support package of up to $47 million to help 
local government and industry to respond to 
global changes.

The support package is being funded by the Waste 
Less, Recycle More program and provides a range 
of short, medium and long-term initiatives to ensure 
kerbside recycling continues and to promote 
industry innovation.

The funding will:

 • enable councils to offset some of the extra costs 
associated with kerbside recycling collections

 • improve council tendering processes to increase 
the production and use of recycled products

 • fund community education initiatives to reduce 
kerbside recycling contamination.

The package also includes $4.5 million to support 
co-investment in infrastructure projects to improve 
the quality of recycled materials produced by 
Material Recovery Facilities and reduce the amount 
of unrecyclable material left at the end of the 
recycling process, as well as $5 million to fund grants 
and programs that identify new uses for recyclable 
materials and increase the production and use of 
recycled products.

Inter-Governmental Taskforce
The NSW Government has also established an  
inter-governmental Taskforce to urgently progress a 
longer-term strategic response to National Sword.

The Taskforce is led and chaired by the NSW 
Environment Protection Authority. The Taskforce 
includes representatives from the Department of 
Premier and Cabinet (including the Cross-Border 
Commissioner), NSW Treasury, Department of 
Finance, Services and Innovation, Roads and 
Maritime Services, Fire and Rescue NSW, Department 
of Planning and Environment, Office of Local 
Government, Department of Industry and the Office 
of the NSW Small Business Commissioner.

The Taskforce’s work is focused on long-term 
actions including: 

 • examining the use of recycled products and 
scouting opportunities to increase the use of 
recycled products

 • developing a circular economy policy for NSW and 
supporting the development of national circular 
economy principles

http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/legislation/Actsummaries.htm#poeo
http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/legislation/Actsummaries.htm#poeo
http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/legislation/Actsummaries.htm#poeo
http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/legislation/Actsummaries.htm#waarra
http://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/legislation/Actsummaries.htm#waarra
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 • investigating opportunities to streamline the 
approval and operation of new and expanded 
recycling facilities

 • developing model contract clauses and other 
tools and resources to support better functioning 
kerbside recycling markets

 • examining a range of other long-term initiatives to 
strengthen local recycling and associated support 
requirements.

To help drive its work, the Taskforce has established 
five Work Streams to focus on specific objectives.

These are:

Government procurement
Practices to raise awareness and increase the use of 
recycled products in government procurement.

Circular economy 
Develop a circular economy policy for NSW and 
support the development of national circular 
economy principles.

Streamlining approval of recycling facilities 
Identify opportunities to streamline the approval and 
operation of new recycling facilities as well as the 
expansion of existing facilities while balancing the 
safety of human health and the environment.

Long-term solutions
Commission economic modelling to quantify the 
impacts of China’s National Sword policy on the NSW 
economy and examine the most appropriate points of 
government intervention to strengthen the resilience 
and performance of the NSW recycling sector.

Model contracts and negotiation support
Work with industry and local councils to ensure 
there are arrangements in place which facilitate the 
effective functioning of kerbside recycling in NSW.

The Taskforce has also established the Local Council 
Reference Group and the Industry Reference Group, 
two stakeholder groups that will provide a conduit 
for sharing information between industry, local 
councils and the Taskforce and its Working Groups. 
The Reference Groups enable the Taskforce to access 
expert knowledge of members and provide a forum 
to share ideas, hear concerns, and learn about actions 
being taken to respond to China’s National Sword 
policy and strengthen local recycling.
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