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Executive Summary 
On May 28, 2026, the Horizon Europe projects CircEUlar, CIRCOMOD and CO2NSTRUCT hosted 
their joint final scientific outreach even in Brussels, titled: “Modelling to Policy: Circular Economy 
Pathways Towards Net-Zero”. The high-level conference attracted over 160 participants, with 72 
participating in person and 90 joining remotely, representing policy institutions, research 
organisations, industry and civil society. Designed to bridge evidence-driven circular economy 
insights with policy priorities, the event created an interactive forum for exchange across 
construction, mobility, housing, digitalisation, behaviour and rebound effects. Rather than simply 
presenting project results, the event invited participants to explore assumptions, question 
modelling choices and reflect on what circular economy pathways mean for real-world policy 
implementation.  

Keywords 
Stakeholder engagement, policy dialogue, science-policy interface, policy levers 
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Final scientific outreach event 

1. Introduction 
Building on D1.2 Final Report on Community Building and Events1, this deliverable report presents 
a comprehensive record of the Joint Final Scientific Outreach Event, titled “Modelling to Policy: 
Circular Economy Pathways Towards Net-Zero,” held on May 28, 2026, in Brussels. Organised as 
part of CircEUlar’s policy dialogue activities, this document serves to synthesise the critical 
dialogue between researchers, policymakers (especially from EU institutions), industry, and civil 
society stakeholders. The primary objective of this event was to bridge evidence-driven circular 
economy insights with policy priorities required to achieve the European Green Deal's net-zero 
objectives. It documents the consensus, debates, trade-offs and research gaps identified during 
the event's plenary sessions and breakout groups. The event agenda is included in Annex 1. 
 

 

 

1.1 Policy Contextualisation 

The opening session of the final event started with a high-level policy contextualisation from two 
eminent external keynote speakers: William Neale, Adviser on Circular Economy at the European 
Commission’s Directorate-General for Environment (DG-ENV), and Vicky Pollard, Head of Unit for 
Foresight, Economic Analysis and Modelling at the Directorate-General for Climate Action (DG 
CLIMA). Both speakers highlighted why modelling is essential to current policy design. Their 
contributions and the subsequent discussions underlined that in a transition shaped by uncertainty, 
competing priorities and fast-moving policy agendas, modelling can help clarify where circular 
strategies are likely to deliver the greatest impact, where trade-offs may arise, and where further 
evidence is needed before action can be scaled. 

1.2 Joint Pathways and Modelling Assumptions  

A joint presentation by the three sister projects detailing circular economy pathways to net-zero 
initiated an active discussion on how various circular strategies are interpreted, classified and 
compared across models. Stakeholders pointed out that in some project results, 'narrowing' 

 
1 Giorgi, S., Passani, A., Krey, V., and Jovanovic, M. (2026). Final Report on Community Building and Events 
(CircEUlar Deliverable 1.2). https://circeular.org/project-reports/  

https://circeular.org/project-reports/
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strategies appeared to deliver the strongest impacts, while in others, 'slowing' strategies played a 
more prominent role.  
 
The discussion revealed that these variances often depend on specific modelling assumptions, 
including whether lifetime extension is applied to new or existing materials and assets, the degree 
to which the assumed adoption rates of narrowing practices are anchored in empirical citizen 
survey data, and how specific practices, such as material substitution, are categorised within 
different modelling architectures. 
 
The overarching analytical takeaway from this joint session was clear: the overall evidence for 
circular economy action on climate mitigation is strong, but detailed results need to be interpreted 
and contextualised carefully, with close attention to assumptions, implementation pathways and 
social feasibility. 

1.3 High-Level Policy Exchange  

The subsequent high-level policy exchange panel shifted the focus of the discussion from 
modelling results to concrete policy choices. The high-level policy exchange panel adopted a 
dynamic format, pairing short evidence-based interventions from researchers with immediate 
reactions from external policy experts. Three thematic exchanges were organised: 

• Construction ecosystem: Pierluigi Zerbino (CO2NSTRUCT), followed by a policy 

response from Ruben Bibas (OECD).  

• Service-focused measures: Patrícia Fortes (CIRCOMOD), followed by a policy response 

from Josefina Lindblom (DG ENV, European Commission).  

• System-wide enablers: Yee Van Fan (CircEUlar), followed by a policy response from 

Mihai Palimariciuc (DG EMPL, European Commission).  

 

This format enabled each external panellist to respond directly to the research presented and 

relate the findings to current policy developments, priorities and implementation challenges, before 

opening the discussion to the wider audience. 

 
When asked to identify single priority policy levers, panellists debated end-of-use practices – such 
as selective demolition, deconstruction and the conditions needed to retain material value – versus 
optimising the in-use phases of buildings. The panel emphasised the need to maximise the utility of 
our existing buildings stocks (focusing on right-sizing rather than down-sizing), to mitigate 
embodied emissions and to expand beyond decarbonisation to wider life-cycle impacts such as 
waste prevention and reduction, land use and water use. 
 
Furthermore, the panel examined the business case for circularity, exploring how costs and 
benefits are shared across value chains, how early implementation costs can transition to cost-
neutrality over time, and how capacity building, workforce upskilling, fiscal incentives and the policy 
sequencing can support circular practices at scale.  
 
Finally, the discussion drew a clear boundary between the direct environmental impacts of digital 
infrastructure - such as the electricity and resource consumption of data centres - and the 
potentially larger, indirect consequences stemming from rebound effects and shifting consumption 
behaviours across buildings, transport and industry. The panel noted that while the growth of 
robotics and AI present more opportunities, they also introduce substantial new demands for 
materials. 
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Following these high-level insights, the event transitioned into targeted deep-dives to examine 
sector-specific findings and key messages. 

2. Thematic Breakout Deep-Dives 
To foster focused discussions, the event convened three thematic breakout groups. These 
sessions allowed participants to, first, hear findings from a series of presentations and then dissect 
findings and implementation realities across key resource-intensive areas through facilitated 
discussions. The exchanges during these sessions underscored that the effectiveness of circular 
economy measures depends not only on the interventions themselves but also on geographical, 
timing and structural factors. The discussions also emphasised the importance of data availability, 
policy sequencing, robust governance, professional training and the alignment of circular practices 
with broader climate policy. Furthermore, the sessions highlighted the complementary insights 
generated by different modelling approaches and demonstrated the value of combining different 
analytical perspectives when assessing circular economy transitions. 

2.1 Construction Ecosystem: Material Value Chains, Built Assets and 
Infrastructure  

The breakout session on construction ecosystems, led by CO2NSTRUCT, emphasised that 
construction demand for buildings and mobility infrastructure will continue to grow both in the EU 
and globally, with the material intensity associated with the maintenance and replacement in 
mobility infrastructure remaining heavily underappreciated. Participants highlighted that circular 
economy strategies can substantially reduce material demand and emissions, though their 
effectiveness depends strongly on where, when, and how they are implemented. 
 
During the session, strategies aimed at 'Narrowing' and 'Slowing' pathways were identified as 
currently delivering the highest benefits. In contrast, 'Closing' strategies can introduce trade-offs, 
including high transport requirements, increased energy use, and subsequent emissions. For 
mobility infrastructure, the most effective mitigation potential comes from stabilising demand 
through combined demand- and supply-side measures, alongside increased recycling and 
decarbonisation of energy systems. The panel also framed circular economy as a vital “pressure 
valve” that may reduce reliance on costly mitigation technologies such as carbon capture and 
storage (CCS), while noting that its impacts are unevenly distributed across regions and income 
groups. Ultimately, participants stressed that decisions on how infrastructure is built must be 
integrated with the design of future energy systems. 
 
To guide future research, participants identified several research and data gaps: significant data 
limitations on the non-residential building stocks and construction activity, with insufficient 
understanding of how much is built and renovated annually in the EU; limited knowledge on the 
evolving costs of circular economy options under uncertain future conditions; a lack of 
standardised definitions for circular economy measures (e.g., whether demand-reduction strategies 
like energy efficiency should be categorised under 'Refuse' approaches); and the need for deeper 
analysis of how circular economy pathways may affect global trade dynamics and the 
competitiveness of EU industry.  

2.2 Service-Focused Measures: Mobility and Housing   

The service-focused session, led by CIRCOMOD, examined how innovative service-oriented 
approaches in mobility and housing can contribute to achieving net-zero emissions while 
maintaining a high standard of living. Findings from the three projects demonstrated that 
substantial structural changes in how services are delivered via buildings and vehicles are entirely 
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possible across many EU member states without compromising citizen well-being. This shift offers 
significant opportunities to reduce resource dependency, especially in sectors where primary 
material production remains highly difficult to decarbonise. 
 
The session analysed how service-oriented innovations, such as shared mobility, improved 
housing utilisation, and more efficient use of built assets, not only lower the demand for primary 
materials but unlock significant societal co-benefits. These include freeing up valuable urban 
space, strengthening Europe's strategic autonomy through reduced reliance on imported raw 
materials, and increasing capacity to independently support the energy transition and resilience 
objectives. However, the discussion emphasised that robust policy frameworks are a prerequisite 
for positive outcomes. For instance, the introduction of automated mobility could either reduce 
resource use and congestion or conversely lead to a surge in traffic volumes, depending on 
regulatory frameworks and policy choices. To better assess realistic implementation potential and 
support effective adoption of service-focused circular economy measures, future work must focus 
on securing high-resolution datasets and ensure alignment with upcoming policy initiatives, such 
as the Energy Performance of Buildings Directive (EPBD). 

2.3 System-Wide Enablers: Digitalisation, Behaviour and 
Macroeconomic Rebound Effects   

Led by CircEUlar, this breakout session explored digitalisation, citizen behaviour, macroeconomic 
impacts and rebound effects as cross-cutting factors influencing circular economy transitions.  

2.3.1 The Dual Role of Digitalisation  

The session examined the complex, double-edged role of digitalisation. While participants 
recognised that digital technologies can support circular economy strategies through improved 
information flows, product tracking and resource optimisation, they also highlighted that the 
physical infrastructure supporting these technologies has an extensive ecological footprint. 
Participants paid close attention to the substantial energy, water and material demands of 
expanding data centres. They stressed that increasing reliance on renewable electricity does not 
remove these wider impacts and highlighted the need for stronger synergies between digitalisation 
policy and climate policy. Discussions also raised questions regarding how the societal benefits of 
digital technologies should be assessed alongside their environmental footprint and whether 
existing policy frameworks and governance strategies adequately capture these trade-offs. 

2.3.2 Framing and Targeting Behavioural Policies  

The discussion on citizen behaviour highlighted the importance of framing and targeting policy 
interventions appropriately. Participants suggested that policy approaches often focus on 
encouraging behavioural change amongst reluctant groups, whereas greater attention could be 
given to supporting and scaling practices already willingly adopted by citizens, such as community-
based sharing, reuse and alternative consumption models. Furthermore, the discussion 
emphasised that behavioural adoption is deeply shaped by local infrastructure, cultural norms and 
socioeconomic conditions. Therefore, policy design must be tailored to regional realities rather than 
assuming uniform behavioural patterns across all Europe.  

2.3.3 Macroeconomics and Rebound Dynamics  

The macroeconomics discussion explored whether fiscal policy could play a larger role in 
incentivising desirable behaviours and internalising unintended consequences associated with 
circular economy measures. Moreover, the discussions challenged the prevailing view that all 
rebound effects are undesirable. While some rebound effects may erode environmental gains, 
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others can generate positive outcomes, such as regional employment, industrial innovation and 
improved welfare benefits. This distinction highlights the need for policy frameworks and modelling 
approaches that can classify different rebound dynamics and assess their broader social, 
economic and environmental implications. Finally, participants raised the issue of global spillover 
effects, noting that European circular economy policies can generate impacts beyond EU borders 
through international trade and global value chain.  

3. Conclusion and Strategic Outlook 
Reflections emerging from CircEUlar's policy dialogue activities, especially the final event on May 
28, 2026, in Brussels, highlighted the importance of strengthening the connection between 
modelling evidence and policy implementation. Discussions repeatedly emphasised that while 
modelling can provide valuable insights into the potential contribution of circular economy 
strategies to climate mitigation, policymakers require a clear understanding of underlying 
assumptions, implementation conditions, trade-offs and uncertainties to translate analytical findings 
into effective action. During these sessions, participants stressed that modelling results should 
therefore be interpreted not as predictions, but as evidence that can inform decision-making under 
conditions of uncertainty. 
 
Furthermore, the discussions reinforced the importance of broadening the policy conversation 
around circularity across Europe. While circular economy discussions often focus primarily on 
recycling and waste management, the evidence presented throughout the event highlighted the 
significant role that sufficiency measures, service-based approaches, lifetime extension, 
digitalisation and behavioural change can play in reducing material demand and emissions.  
 
The collaborative final event also demonstrated both the value and the challenges of bringing 
together different modelling communities. While each of the three sister projects - CircEUlar, 
CIRCOMOD and CO2NSTRUCT - was designed with distinct objectives, modelling assumptions, 
research methodologies and scales of analysis, participants noted that closer coordination and 
synthesis of results could help strengthen future policy messages. By combining macroeconomic 
models, system-oriented models and material flow models, the joint initiative illuminated different 
aspects of circular economy transitions and their implications for policy. A clear strength of this 
collaboration was the direct sharing of data and building on common evidence sources – including 
datasets on the European building stock - which substantially improved consistency across all 
three projects. Rather than producing a single answer, these complementary perspectives provide 
a richer and more nuanced foundation for policymakers, helping to illuminate different pathways, 
trade-offs and implementation challenges. However, discussions also highlighted that data 
availability remains a major constraint for future modelling and policy design, particularly regarding 
material use, activity levels, building stocks and product lifetimes. 
 
Ultimately, the event reinforced the need for continued dialogue between research and policy 
communities as Europe seeks to translate circular economy ambitions into effective pathways 
towards net-zero. Within the CircEUlar project, the structured policy dialogue - embedded 
throughout the research lifecycle rather than being addressed only at the final dissemination stage 
- ensured that practical implementation factors informed the modelling work from its inception. By 
maintaining this bidirectional exchange, the consortium was able to test the relevance of its 
findings and stay aligned with EU priorities. This engagement directly supported the series of 
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Policy Briefs and recommendations (Deliverable 1.32), increasing the potential for project findings 
to contribute to future European policy development. 

 
  

 

2 Giorgi, S., Passani, et al. (2026). CircEUlar policy recommendations to smooth circular economy for climate 

change mitigation (CircEUlar Deliverable 1.3). https://circeular.org/project-reports/  

 

https://circeular.org/project-reports/
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Annex 1: Final scientific outreach event – Agenda 
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