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CIRCULAR ECONOMY AS A PANACEA TO THE
GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGE

The Circular Economy provides an opportunity to deal with the global environmental challenges affecting multiple
country contexts. However, transition to a Circular Economy requires network actors. Through Partnerships and
Collaboration can be a key solution to transition towards a circular economy.

INTRODUCTION
• Industrial development in global economies has been responsible
for the majority of the environmental problems affecting the world
today (Baas, 1995).
• In order to achieve transition towards a Green Industry and
sustainable industrial development, multiple stakeholder
partnerships are required.
• Although concept of the circular economy shows proven potential
and impact, the implementation is still very low in developing and
transition countries.

• Sustainable Business Networks (SBNs) can facilitate idea
generation, knowledge exchange, information dissemination and
ability to share experience on sustainable business models in Small
to Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs).

Global Challenge of Networks
•

Although “network participation” and “collaboration” increases implementation
of green circular economy measures but networks are under-researched (UNIDO,
2011)

•

Impact of networks has not been adequately evaluated independently and most
parts of the world (de Bruijn, 2004)

•

In Africa, little evidence exists on the effects of network activities, governance and
success factors of network participation

•

Both national and international networks struggle to go beyond programme or
project support to sustain themselves without cognitions of members.

•

Most network actors are failing to go beyond networking activities, workshops,
roundtables and face challenges in trying to mainstream and cascade the network
activities into resource efficiency projects.

DEFINITION OF A SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS
NETWORK
•

According to (Al Hilali, 2012) “A network is defined as a group of Not-forprofit institutions that deliver RECP Services and members come together to
foster professionalism, exchange best practices, advocate common services
and develop markets”

•

For the Purposes of this research a sustainable business network (SBN)
is defined as an association of organizations that have a common
purpose to share knowledge and experiences on the mainstreaming,
development and implementation of sustainable development
activities particularly Resource Efficient and Cleaner Production (RECP)
and Sustainable Consumption and Production (SCP)

MORPHOLOGY OF NETWORKS
•

Sustainable Business Networks exist in different forms
–
–
–
–
–

Business Associations
Supply Chain Networks
Regional Networks
National Networks
International Networks

•

These can take many forms: business associations, industry, university collaboration, private regulatory
initiatives,……..” (UNIDO, 2011, p. 23)

•

Examples of successful
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Business Council for Sustainable Development (BCSDZ)
Green Industry Network (GIN)
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Network Zimbabwe
African Roundtable on Sustainable Consumption and Production (ARSCP)
European Roundtable on Sustainable Consumption and Production (ERSCP)
Global Resource Efficient and Cleaner Production Network
Stapleford Zimbabwe Industrial Cluster Network

–

They can be clustered geographically or dispersed but sharing similar values, norms and aspirations towards
sustainable industrial development.

Sustainable Business Networks can either be voluntary or regulated
depending on the contextual factors and cognitions of the network
participants

NETWORKS ARE COMPLICATED COLLABORATIONS OF
ORGANISATIONS
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Theories underlying the research
•

Sustainability Theory (WCED, 1987) – The theory is concerned about the development
which meets the present without compromising future generation. In this research it is
within the context that firms can implement activities that benefit environment, society and
people in order to attain favourable outcomes.

•

Innovation Theory (Rodgers, 1962) – The theory considers the fact that companies
undergo a process of corporate learning to innovate new ideas. Within the framework of
this research, the innovation is within the context of green industry (energy efficiency, water
efficiency, safe chemicals management, waste management, pollution prevention)

•

Organisational Theory (Specifically Institutional Isomorphism) (Dimagio & Powell,
1983) The theory considers that organisations gradually become similar due to three
pressures (coercive, mimetic and normative). In the coercive dimension the theory
postulates that pressures due to force and regulation influences firms in their behaviour. In
its mimetic form the theory proposes that firms will follow what model companies are
doing to get success as a means of legitimacy. Mimetic dimension proposes that firms will
improve and conform to certain practice due to professionalization. In this research
Isomorphism is take in the context of becoming sustainable in industrial practices as a
result of coercive forces, mimetic and legitimate drivers of being part of a network,
grouping or association.

Muzamwese, 2021
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS NETWORKS
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NETWORK
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network collaboration
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and Country specific factors which
enable network success or failure

GREEN INDUSTRIAL TRANSFORMATION THROUGH NETWORK PARTICIPATION

SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT

Towards Resource Efficient and
Cleaner Production
•

•

Resource Efficient and Cleaner Production is the
continuous application of a preventive approach to
processes, products and services to achieve overall
efficiency and improve human health and
environment (UNIDO-UNEP, 2010)
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Network participation has been proven to enhance
the implementation of (RECP) in companies
including
–
–
–

Production efficiency
Environmental Management
Human Development

Al Hilali (2012) confirms specific
improvements in energy, water, waste and
material efficiency due to network
participation such as in the form of
National Cleaner Production Centres.
Sustainable Business Networks can be
agents of industrial transformation in the
context of promoting Green Industrial
transformation.

Resource Efficient and
Cleaner Production
(RECP)

Human Development

Source: (UNIDO-UNEP, 2010)

NB: Resource Efficient and Cleaner Production is referred to as pollution
prevention in some parts of the world

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH
• The assessment of network collaborations was
undertaken through a systematic literature
review of CE Networks
– Systematic Literature Review
– Document review
– Key informant interviews with network
participants

TYPICAL NETWORKS

GEOGRAPHICAL MORPHOLOGY OF NETWORKS
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Are networks effective in
promoting a Circular Economy?
• The effectiveness of networks as vehicles for a Circular
Economy varies widely
– Context specific factors determine impact of the networks in
steering a circular economy
– Corporate culture, strategy, legal and policy regimes and
customer pressure also play an important part in influencing
adoption of a circular economy
– High impact in countries where network formation is mature
– High impact in countries where legal and policy requirements
focus on a circular economy
– The effect of other factors acting on corporates makes network
participation not necessarily the only factor acting on enabling
tacit knowledge in companies

Factors Affecting effectiveness of
Networks for Circular Economy
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Case Studies from Africa: South Africa
Industrial Symbiosis in
South Africa
Programmes and case
studies in South African
industry demonstrate the
power of networks in
promoting a circular
economy and demonstrating
environmentally sound
management of waste
Projects and case studies
supported by the National
Cleaner Production Centre of
South Africa (NCPC-SA)

Case Studies from Africa: Zimbabwe
PET Recycling Company
Zimbabwe (PETRECOZIM)
A typical network of beverages
companies coming together to deal
with Polyethylene. Prevention of
environmental nuisance, creating
green jobs and presenting
opportunities for women and youth
as well as supporting local economic
growth
Industrial Energy Efficiency including
Resource Recovery
Through the Climate Technology Centre
and Network (CTCN) Zimbabwean
enterprises are implementing energy
efficiency including heat recovery
measures in industry, thereby achieving a
circular economy. This has been
accelerated through the work of the
Business Council fro Sustainable
Development Zimbabwe.

Case Studies from Africa: Kenya
Global Compact Network
Kenya mainstreaming a
Circular Economy into
corporate sustainability
practice
In Kenya, corporate are
collaborating on the
Principles of the Global
Compact as well as capacity
building in sustainability
Kenya Climate Change
Working Group promotes
circularity in fighting climate
change

Case Studies from Africa: Uganda
Chemical Leasing in Uganda
Ugandan beverages
companies have
demonstrated that chemical
leasing is a viable business
model for promoting safe
chemicals management and
enabling a circular economy.
Through networking
activities facilitated by the
Uganda NCPC, there is a
greater acceptance of
circular economy as a
concept and practice.

Experiences and Key Lessons
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Networks facilitate transition to a circular economy.
Cognitions influence success of network.
External factors can provide success or failure
conditions.
Financing can support network activities.
Sustainability of networks beyond project support
remains a challenge.
Network priorities change depending on global
context e.g. pandemics and emerging issues
A network governance model is required to provide
a blueprint of effective management of networks
New networks should engage stakeholders in
determining priorities.
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