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Ninety-one per cent of Indian companies raised their sustainability

investments in 2023, and 85% of businesses worldwide increased their

sustainability efforts. However, the Circularity Gap Report 2024 suggests

that over 70% of global organisations are yet to implement a circular

economy initiative.

With climate change, resource depletion, and waste generation
reaching critical levels, sustainability and circular economy have moved
from buzzwords to action points. These concepts are now at the heart of
international agendas, driving transformative changes across

organisations, industries, and policy discussions.

Sustainability is a multifaceted concept that balances economic growth,
social equity, and environmental protection. The Brundtland report,
Our Common Future (1987), brought prominence to sustainable

development, defining sustainability as a concept that emphasises
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meeting present needs without compromising the ability to meet future
needs. Embracing a circular economy strengthens this balance by
transitioning from a take-make-waste linear model to a restorative and

regenerative framework.

International perspective
From an international standpoint, the Global North, particularly the
Nordic countries, has made significant progress in sustainability,

supported by robust legalisations, firm commitments, and advanced

infrastructure. The European Union’s Green Deal exemplifies this by
prioritising biodiversity conservation and setting an ambitious target of
net-zero emissions by 2050. While these regions have made significant
strides in transitioning to a circular economy, they continue to face
challenges in balancing sustainable consumption with economic

growth, which exacerbates resource depletion.

In contrast, the Global South is focusing on renewable energy projects,
green finance mechanisms, inclusive community initiatives, and
public-private partnerships to drive sustainability efforts. However,
meeting targets for biodiversity conservation and resource efficiency

remains a persistent challenge.

The infographic highlights some of the contributions and efforts of
economies in both the Global North and Global South towards

advancing sustainability and a circular economy.

https://cstep.medium.com/sustainability-and-its-interlinkages-with-circu...

11-02-2025, 12:40


https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en

Sustainability and Its Interlinkages With Circular Economy | by Center f... https://cstep.medium.com/sustainability-and-its-interlinkages-with-circu...

Country: United Kingdom

Country: Sweden
Status: The United Kingdom's climate action showcases leadership, proving decarbonisation is

achievable without hampering economic growth. If the United Kingdom succeeds to achieve its Status: Sweden is taking great strides to grow its economy while reducing carbon
ambitious goal, it will set a target for other developed nations. Majority of resources in the emissions. It has been in the top 10 of the Environmental Performance Index (ranked 6
United Kingdom comes from virgin resources—the circularity metrics of the United Kingdom is in 2024) for over a decade. Butin terms of circular economy, Sweden is slightly lagging
only 7.5%. It ranks 5th in the Environmental Performance Index in 2024. behind. Only 3.4% of the resources are recycled into the economy. More than 96% of

the resources are extracted from virgin sources.

Sustainability goals: Net zero by 2050 and emissions reduction target of 0% below the 1990 SR ML) BRIt zero, going fossilfree, and 100% renewable energy by 2045

levels by 2030 are some of its ambitious targets
Country: United States
Status: It ranks at the 35th position in 2024 4 Country: Japan
in the Environmental Performance Index. | e M| S e P RS
Despite advancements in the United States,
the pace to become truly sustainable is
slightly slower than other Global North
countries. Though it is making great efforts,
it lacks policy alignment with global climate Country: Andorra [ Country: Spain
objectives. Submitted Biennial Transparency Reports Submitted Biennial Country: Vietnam
Sustainability goas: Accordingto TV anshdrency Ropores Status: Vietnam is working hard to attain ultimate sustainability.
doverTient prafections, Fénswablé HEFRY The Vietnamese government issued Decision 450/QD-TTg to
will account for energy consumption of 24% promote environmental protection, with a vison for 2050. This
1o 5090 andi3T96 s SRS * ensures the environment s restored and the right to live in a clean
and safe environment is fulfilled. This also promotes the concept of
L; circular economy and develops a society that lives in harmony with
Country: Panama s
Submitted Blennial Transparency Reports Gt i Sustainability goals: Targets to be carbon-neutral by 2050
Submitted Biennial Transparency Reports
! Country: Kazakhstan
Submitted Biennial Transparency Reports
Country: Netherlands
Status: The Netherlands ranks 13th in the Environmental Performance Index.
Subsidised R&D facilities and cooperative innovation initiatives are part of
the 's robust infrastructure to attain i It
is already a frontrunner in the circularity race and is 24.5% circular in nature, Country: Cambodia
butit still lacks in certain areas such as built environment, agriculture, and Status Cambod § ]
el tatus: Camboc is reachis turnin oint in its environment:
Salftng fom b fis Country: South Africa History, Even though the nation and It cltzens deal withserious ssues
o . o Status: South Africa is committed to achieve its sustainability goals. It has been making including plastic waste, water and coastal pollution, and deforestation,
Sustainability goals: Aims to reduce its carbon emissions by 55% below 1990 strides in sustainability through a mix of policy initiatives, international collaboration, and there have been indications of a shift n the direction of sustainability.
levels by 2030 and achieve carbon neutrality by 2050 local Innovation. It is also seeing ways to mak its economy circular. South Aftica’s proactive ;",u;runztéyzsumhndn is ranked 170th in the Environmental Performance
approach could serve as a model for balancing economic growth with sustainability, B
However, ongoing support from global and local stakeholders remains crucial to achieving by gl Tarsonsio b sarb J cconomy by 2050.

its goals,

Sustainability goals: South Africa has set a target to reach net zero by 2050.

Map showing the Global North and Global South countries actively contributing towards
sustainability and circular economy

The Global North prioritises the economic and environmental pillars of

sustainability, focusing on sustaining growth while transitioning to low-
carbon technologies and optimising resource efficiency — an approach
supported by its well-established economies. On the other hand, the

Global South, grappling with poverty and inequality, focuses on the
social pillar of sustainability along with the environmental pillar,
striving to improve livelihoods, education, healthcare, and resilience to

climate impacts.
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Economic sustainability

The practice of conducting an economic activity
in a way that maintains and advances long-term
financial well-being is known as economic

sustainability.

Environmental

sustainability Social sustainability

Social sustainability refers to focusing
on the well-being of people and
communities.

Environment sustainability can be
defined as the ability to protect and
preserve natural resources.

The three pillars of sustainability

This raises an important question: Why does the Global South, including
India, approach sustainability differently? The answer lies in its unique
socio-economic and environmental challenges. For India, these realities
shape its sustainability priorities, making the focus on balancing
environmental preservation, social equity, and economic growth a

necessity rather than a choice.

Sustainability in the Indian context

Sustainability in India encompasses a comprehensive approach that
balances economic advancement, social welfare, and environmental
protection while navigating unique challenges such as population
growth, rapid urbanisation, and, most importantly, the take-make-waste
linear model of consumption leading to resource scarcity. The linear
model threatens future development, causing severe natural resource
shortages (particularly raw materials and water), environmental

degradation, and increased waste generation. While India is making
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progress in the area of circularity, there is still significant potential for
improvement, as the country’s recycling capacity currently remains
below 20%.

Therefore, rethinking resource use is vital to address pressing issues
like biodiversity loss, land degradation, water stress, and climate
extremes. Adopting a circular economy offers a path forward, shifting

from a linear model to a restorative framework. This approach reduces

waste, boosts efficiency, protects ecosystems, and generates jobs.

_~ o &
Illl 0-0 In t;ﬁs of the

Circular economy can Adopting a circular environment, circular

generate an annual N, economy in India might economy would help cut
value of USD 218 billion result in the creation of
by 2030 and USD 624 /10 million employment
billion by 2050. ~  opportunities by 2050.

carbon emissions by
40%. It will also improve
India’s resource security.

Benefits of a circular economy with respect to the three pillars of sustainability

India is at an early stage of establishing a circular economy, but
progress is evident through various government-led initiatives. Efforts
such as LiFE, Swachh Bharat, Extended Producer Responsibility

Framework, National Resource Efficiency Policy, updated waste

management rules, circular economy cell at NITI Aayog, and the MSE

Scheme for Promotion and Investment in Circular Economy (MSE SPICE

scheme) showcase a growing commitment to circular practices.
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ﬁey learnings for India from global sustainability efforts \

Capacity building: A key takeaway for India from global sustainability efforts is the importance
of fostering green skills. By integrating sustainability principles into educational curricula and
offering specialised courses, India can prepare its workforce for emerging green jobs.

Corporate social responsibility (CSR): Leveraging CSR funds strategically for sustainability
initiatives is essential, particularly in emerging economies like India. Aligning CSR investment
with global goals such as the SDGs can create significant environmental, social, and economic
benefits. By addressing local community challenges through well-planned CSR projects,
businesses can drive meaningful, long-term change and support India’s sustainable development
agenda.

Building strong partnerships: Establishing robust channels for collaboration and knowledge-
sharing among stakeholders across sectors facilitates discussions and unlocks cross-sectoral

opportunities, fostering innovation, research, policy development, and capacity building to drive

Way forward

Sustainability and circular economy are intrinsically intertwined, with
the latter serving as a framework to achieve sustainability goals.
Together, they can drive a systemic shift towards responsible production
and consumption in India. Achieving sustainability through a circular
economy requires collective efforts and calls for collaboration between
governments, businesses, academic institutions, and civil society
organisations to work in tandem for policy alignment, innovation, and

investments. addressing India’s climate and resource challenges.

Therefore, it is essential to recognise sustainability and circular
economy as means to achieve multifaceted economic, social, and
ecological benefits. However, systemic change cannot occur without a
shift in people’s behaviour and practices. The famous author and
advisor John Elkington rightly said that behavioural change is more
important than individual product choices. Changing habits and shifting
mindsets can drive profound progress in sustainability, far beyond the

impact of merely choosing eco-friendly products.
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Center for Study of Science, Technology and Policy (CSTEP), a research-based
think tank.

We are on Twitter, LinkedIN, Instagram, and Spotify as well. Subscribe and
follow us on these channels to stay updated on the latest developments at
CSTEP.
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