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Abstract:

Purpose

Research on Circular Cities (CCs) has increased significantly but remains fragmented and lacks
common definitions and evaluation tools. In response to these gaps, both conceptual and
operational, this paper aims (i) to critically assess how circular economy principles are applied in
the urban context, with a focus on the role of social sustainability; (i) to analyze the definitions
and visions emerging from international city networks, and the common denominator of their
participants; (iii) to search for analytical tools capable of capturing the evolving nature of
circular strategies over time.

Methodology

The paper combines a literature review with an empirical case study of La Spezia, a signatory of
the Circular Cities Declaration. Urban policies are analyzed using an established interpretive
framework that categorizes circular economy strategies based on their thematic focus and
underlying policy discourse. This framework, originally developed by Calisto Friant and
colleagues, is further extended here to include a temporal dimension in order to trace the
evolution of circularity approaches of the municipality over time.

Findings

The temporal analysis shows that La Spezia’s approach to circular economy is characterized by
discontinuity and low formalization, with few explicit strategies and a prevalence of
technocentric and fragmented interventions. However, recent planning documents suggest an
emerging shift toward more holistic and socially inclusive approaches, as reflected in the gradual
increase of policies aligned with transformational discourse types.
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Research limitations

The approach adopted presents some structural limitations. The framework was originally
conceived to evaluate formal and comprehensive circular economy strategies developed by
major urban centers. Its application to a medium-small city, where circular economy policies are
fragmented and only partially structured, leads to a methodological limitation.

In addition, the limited availability and detail of certain planning sources made it more difficult
to assign consistent scores across all policy areas.

Originality

The paper adopts a temporal perspective to assess the evolution of urban circular
economy strategies, in line with recent developments in the literature. This approach
enables a more dynamic reading of how circularity discourses, particularly those
involving social dimensions, are gradually emerging within urban policies, moving
beyond static or purely declarative frameworks. Within this perspective, the study
addresses two core questions: how cities define or self-identify as “circular,” and to
what extent such definitions incorporate social, in addition to environmental,
considerations; and whether an interpretive framework originally developed for large
cities with formal circular economy strategies can be meaningfully applied or adapted to
smaller urban contexts, where circularity is often informal, fragmented, or implicit.
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1. Introduction

Contemporary cities represent complex systems where resource consumption, pollution,
and social inequality converge. At the same time, they offer fertile ground for
transformative change toward sustainability, where replicable and scalable models can be
defined, tested, and consolidated.

While intensive urbanization exacerbates environmental, social, and economic problems,
urban areas also offer infrastructural, social, and institutional conditions that make them
strategic places to implement the transition toward sustainable development models.

In this context, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the concept of planetary
boundaries serve as essential references. They provide a shared and scientifically grounded
assessment framework, helping prevent sustainability from being interpreted arbitrarily or
subjectively. Within this framework, the circular economy is emerging as a promising tool
to help achieve these objectives (Pasca et al., 2023), proposing a profound transformation
of the economic model from linear production and consumption to a circular logic based on
regeneration, reuse, and waste reduction.

However, applying the principles of the circular economy to cities presents significant
challenges.

First of all, circular economy itself is subject to a variety of definitions and interpretations,
making it difficult to assess its effectiveness (Kirchherr, 2023). Moreover, cities are not
homogeneous and linear systems, but rather complex and differentiated ecosystems,
varying widely both among themselves and within their internal areas. This amplifies the
difficulty of identifying truly “circular” models and of accurately labeling cities engaged in
this field.

This implies that the principles of the circular economy cannot be applied uncritically or
automatically to the urban context. On the contrary, integrating theoretical frameworks,
such as those from service management, with advanced analytical tools allows for



maintaining a clear reference to the core principles of circularity and sustainability while
developing solutions tailored to the specificities of individual urban contexts (Domenech
and Borrion, 2022).

This research aims to achieve two different goals. First, it seeks to analyze the current state
of the art in terms of the definition of a “circular city” by examining five of the many
international groupings, declarations, and initiatives involving cities. Second, it aims to
contribute to the development of an evaluation tool for urban circular policies by
integrating an existing model from the literature with new variables and applying it to a
case study. Throughout this work, particular attention will be paid to the social aspects of
circular policies and initiatives, in line with a growing body of literature showing that these
aspects are often neglected in favor of environmental and economic ones (Mies and Gold,
2021; Zavos et al., 2024).

In this context, the study raises two main research questions.

RQ1: Who defines, or self-defines, a city as “circular”? On what basis, and to what extent
do such definitions consider social aspects in addition to environmental ones, as suggested
by the literature review?

RQ2: Given the absence of formal circular economy strategies in many small and medium-
sized cities, is the Calisto Friant framework applicable in such contexts, or can it serve as a
starting point for the development of more adaptable evaluation tools?

The paper is structured as follows: after a brief analysis of how social sustainability
remains a critical issue within circular economy theory, the discussion moves to explore
this topic in the context of cities, with a review of studies explicitly addressing the social
dimensions of the urban circular transition. The research then reviews five international
initiatives involving urban territories that, in different forms, have conceptualized and
implemented circular economy policies.

Finally, to critically analyze the effectiveness and coherence of urban policies inspired by
the circular economy, the typological framework developed by Calisto Friant, Vermeulen,
and Salomone (2020) has been selected. This model enables the classification and
comparison of different visions and strategies of circularity in the urban context, offering
an interpretive tool to assess how closely cities’ declarations and actions align with the
foundational principles of sustainability. In the remainder of this work, this model will be
referred to as the Calisto Friant framework. The framework will be applied, with some
methodological adaptations, to the case of the city of La Spezia, a signatory of the
"Circular Cities Declaration", to determine its position within the discursive landscape
outlined by the authors. The methodological details of the application are illustrated in the
following section.

Lastly, the paper presents its conclusions and discusses the research gaps identified,
providing a starting point for proposals to further develop studies on the topics addressed
here.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Social aspects in circular economy
Studies on the circular economy are steadily increasing. A data extraction carried out on the
Scopus database on July 10, 2025, shows that the number of articles with “circular

economy’ in the title has grown at an exponential rate over the past 10 years, from 21 in
2015 to 1,520 in 2024, an increase of 7,138% (Figure 1).
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Fig I- Number of scientific articles published with the words "circular economy" in the title.

The search query performed on July 10, 2025, was TITLE ( "circular economy” ) AND PUBYEAR > 2014 AND PUBYEAR
<2024 AND ( LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE |, "ar" ) )

The highest annual growth rates were recorded in the early years considered, but 2024 saw a
rise compared to 2023 (Table 1).

Year Publications Growth rate (%)
2015 21 -
2016 67 219.0
2017 147 119.4
2018 263 78.9
2019 422 60.5
2020 625 48.1
2021 925 48.0
2022 1051 13.6
2023 1217 15.8
2024 1520 24.9
Tab I- Annual increase in publications

Despite this growing interest, the literature on the circular economy has historically shown a
marked underrepresentation of the social dimension, privileging environmental and
economic aspects (Mies and Gold, 2021, Zavos et al., 2024). This tendency has been
highlighted by several systematic reviews, confirming a persistent neglect of social concerns
over the years, despite a recent, but belated, increase in attention (Padilla-Rivera et al.,

2020).

Furthermore, in the few cases where social issues were mentioned, they were often
addressed peripherally and sporadically, with a predominant focus on employment,
frequently treated more as an economic indicator than a social one (Mies and Gold, 2021).
Many of the social indicators referenced were indistinguishable from economic or
environmental ones, such as job creation or the reduction of human exposure to
environmental pollution. In particular, the interest in job creation in relation to circular
economy often lacked empirical analysis and evaluations regarding the nature, quality, and
purpose of the work: “Is job creation therefore a sufficient indicator of social sustainability?”

(Mies and Gold, 2021)

Since 2019, a reversal of this trend has been observed, with growing interest in social
dimensions. Studies confirm that 90% of the articles addressing social dimensions in the
analyzed sample have been published from this date onward (Piao et al., 2023, Valencia et



al., 2023). However, despite this volumetric increase, thematic diversity in the literature has
grown very slowly (Piao et al., 2023). Critical engagement with and contestation of the
model remain relatively rare, and there is still a lack of detailed empirical research on micro-
level practices and human relationships. Many socially oriented studies continue to focus on
broader systemic processes and issues, such as discourses and policies on circular economy,
rather than on critical analysis or the detailed impact on everyday life (Zavos et al., 2024).
Thus, there persists a lack of conceptual clarity regarding the social dimension, which
remains difficult to define. At the same time, for the indicators that have been identified,
challenges remain in evaluating and measuring them, especially when compared to their
environmental and economic counterparts. There is also a lack of assessment of their
interrelations, which would help develop a more holistic understanding of circularity
policies. There is an ongoing need to move beyond easily measurable social factors that are
directly tied to economic or ecological dimensions of sustainability. This suggests that while
the absolute number of publications is increasing, the depth and breadth of social analysis,
separated from economic or technical aspects, still require stronger integration and a more
normative and less instrumental, profit-oriented approach (Mies and Gold, 2021).

In this context, cities represent ideal laboratories to fill these gaps, to identify the key social
aspects that need to be integrated into circular policies, and to find the most suitable
indicators to assess them. Indeed, they are spaces where circular economy strategies generate
social impacts on a wide variety of actors, directly affecting their everyday lives.

Moreover, the systemic complexity of urban areas, characterized by interconnections
between infrastructure, services, economic networks, and social networks, allows for an
analysis of how circular strategies interact with social, economic, and environmental
dimensions, revealing benefits, trade-offs, and possible inequalities. Cities also provide a
multi-level governance structure that facilitates the experimentation of innovative policies
and participatory processes, thanks to the greater proximity of local governments to the
population (Winslow and Coenen, 2023)

The following section will therefore examine how the literature on circular cities is, or is not,
incorporating the implementation and assessment of social aspects.

2.2. Social aspects in Circular Cities
As with the circular economy, studies on circular cities are also on the rise, as demonstrated

by a data extraction carried out on the Scopus database on July 10, 2025, whose results are
shown in Figure 2.
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The scholarly literature on circular cities has grown significantly in recent years, with
researchers predominantly focusing on environmental performance and economic efficiency.
However, the social dimensions of circular city transitions, such as equity, inclusion, labor
justice, participation, and community resilience, have often been underrepresented or
marginalized in both academic studies and practical implementations. Recent papers reveal a
striking consensus: without deliberate efforts to embed social considerations, circular cities
risk reinforcing existing inequalities and excluding the very populations most affected by
urban sustainability transitions. Extensive reviews have shown that fewer than 10% of
studies integrate social aspects into circular city assessments, with an even smaller fraction
deploying inclusive metrics or evaluating outcomes like equity, access, or justice (Vanhuyse
et al., 2021; Toboso-Chavero et al., 2025). This exclusion is not merely an academic
oversight, it reflects the dominant technocratic orientation of circular economy frameworks
that prioritize material flows and efficiency over human well-being and social inclusion.
This oversight can trigger a social rebound effect, where efficiency-oriented circular
strategies unintentionally reproduce new socio-environmental harms that offset the
sustainability gains they aim to deliver (Chen, 2021). For instance, informal waste pickers,
who are essential to recycling loops in the Global South, are systemically undervalued and
exposed to unsafe, precarious conditions with little legal or institutional support. To address
these injustices, a socially restorative model of circular economy has been proposed, one that
is based on fair wages, legal recognition, and dignity, highlighting how many corporate
recycling initiatives continue to rely on cheap labor without providing adequate social
protections or long-term empowerment. While major corporations have launched projects
involving waste pickers, these initiatives tend to focus on material recovery targets rather
than broader social transformation, thereby reflecting the persistent material bias in circular
economy governance (Barford and Ahmad, 2021).

Spatial inequality is another recurring theme, as circular economy employment in some
cities is distributed unevenly, with “core” circular economy jobs concentrated in peripheral
areas that are poorly connected to public transit (Burke and Grodach, 2025). This spatial
mismatch limits access for disadvantaged communities and reproduces patterns of socio-
economic segregation. The same concern is echoed in research on Porto, Glasgow, and
Amsterdam, where circular city initiatives, though ambitious, often struggle to integrate



social equity into practical implementation (Cavaleiro de Ferreira and Fuso-Nerini, 2019;
Calisto Friant et al. 2023). Participatory planning and human-centered indicators emerge as
promising pathways to address these gaps. The importance of integrating cultural heritage,
social identity, and community well-being into circular city regeneration projects has been
emphasized, highlighting the need for more socially responsive approaches (Bosone et al.,
2021; Gravagnuolo et al., 2019). Human-Centered Indicators, proposed within these
frameworks, offer tools to evaluate inclusivity and local relevance, dimensions that are often
absent from conventional circular economy assessments.

Participatory mapping and the creative use of social fiction in planning education further
illustrate how community voices can be included in the design and imagination of circular
cities (Paoli et al., 2022; Wuyts, 2024). These approaches move beyond consultation toward
co-creation, ensuring that circular economy interventions are rooted in the lived experiences
and aspirations of urban residents.

Nevertheless, critical voices within the literature caution against the depoliticization of
circular city narratives, noting that mainstream circular economy models often perpetuate
neoliberal logics of growth, competition, and efficiency under the guise of sustainability,
while sidelining more radical visions such as degrowth or sufficiency (Visconti, 2021;
Savini, 2019). The concept of the “degrowing circular city” offers an alternative grounded in
community resilience, mutual aid, and socio-technical experimentation, in stark contrast to
the capital-intensive, high-tech solutions that dominate current policy discourse (Visconti,
2021). This critique is further supported by an analysis of Los Angeles’ “One Water” plan,
which, despite aiming to promote water sustainability through circular flows, results in
decentralized water infrastructure that disproportionately benefits affluent neighborhoods
with the resources to invest in home retrofits, ultimately reproducing environmental
injustices. The technical approach of water circularity reveals how infrastructure, even when
framed as sustainable, can become a medium of exclusion (Meilinger and Monstadt, 2025).
Indicator frameworks, widely used to track circular economy performance, also fall short in
capturing social realities (Papageorgiou et al., 2021). Reviews of circular economy indicators
show that most frameworks focus narrowly on resource efficiency, material throughput, or
carbon emissions, while only a minority incorporate dimensions such as accessibility,
employment equity, education, or social participation (Birgovan et al., 2022). This limited
scope restricts the ability of planners and policymakers to evaluate the broader impacts of
circular city strategies, particularly on marginalized populations. Some efforts have been
made to address these limitations. For example, a multi-criteria framework developed for the
city of Porto includes socio-economic indicators, aiming to broaden the evaluative scope of
circular strategies (Cavaleiro de Ferreira and Fuso-Nerini, 2019). Additionally, an evidence
mapping study emphasizes the need for more research in non-European contexts,
particularly in the Global South, where circular practices frequently arise from necessity
rather than formal policy design (Vanhuyse et al., 2021).

In conclusion, the literature strongly supports the view that circular cities must evolve from
being merely environmentally restorative to becoming socially restorative and inclusive. To
achieve this aim, a paradigm shift is necessary, from viewing circularity as a technical fix to
embracing it as a socio-political process that prioritizes human dignity, justice, and
participation. Key recommendations from the literature include embedding social impact
metrics into circular economy indicator frameworks (Toboso-Chavero et al., 2025; Birgovan
et al., 2022), expanding support and protections for informal workers (Barford and Ahmad,
2021), promoting participatory and community-led planning (Paoli et al., 2022), and
rethinking the growth imperatives underlying circular economy narratives (Visconti, 2021;
Savini, 2019). Only by centering people, especially those historically excluded from
planning and policymaking, can circular cities achieve their full potential as sustainable,
equitable, and resilient urban futures.



2.3. Framework for Circular Cities: definitions, commitments, and differences

To complete the analysis of circular cities, it is useful to attempt a definition of what a
circular city is, or at least to understand which cities should be analyzed and why. To date,
there are no institutional bodies or recognized associations with the authority to award the
label of “circular city,” nor are there clearly defined and shared criteria for determining what
makes a city circular. So, what exactly are we talking about when we talk about circular
cities?

This study aims to examine five of the various declarations and groupings of circular cities,
in order to identify commonalities and differences among them.

These five frameworks are: (i) the Circular Cities and Regions Initiative, (ii) the Circular
City Declaration, (iii) the Declaracion de Ciudades Circulares de América Latina y del
Caribe, (iv) the circular cities promoted by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, and (v)
Bloomberg’s Circular Cities Hub.

Let us now briefly describe each of them; a summary of the main features is then presented
in Table 2.

2.3.1. Circular Cities and Regions initiative

The Circular Cities and Regions Initiative (CCRI) was launched by the European
Commission in 2021 as part of the EU Circular Economy Action Plan 2020. It contributes to
the policy objectives of the European Green Deal, including the 2050 climate neutrality
target, and the EU Bioeconomy Strategy. The CCRI is funded by Horizon 2020 and Horizon
Europe, the EU’s research and innovation framework programmes.

As stated on the official website, the CCRI aims to support Europe’s green transition by
boosting circularity at local and regional levels, increasing synergies among projects and
initiatives, disseminating relevant knowledge, and giving greater visibility to best practices.
It focuses on the implementation of "Circular Systemic Solutions" across Europe’s cities and
regions.

The initiative is based on the assumption that cities represent the level of governance closest
to European citizens, and as sources of innovation and socio-economic transformation, they
are ideal environments to lead the shift toward a sustainable, regenerative, and inclusive
circular economy. At the same time, in the initiative’s “Rationale and Scope,” it is
acknowledged that many gaps still persist in terms of knowledge, information, skills, and
awareness regarding urban circularity.

The initiative focuses specifically on the implementation of "Circular Systemic Solutions",
understood as integrated and holistic solutions capable of delivering environmental,
economic, and social benefits, while minimizing trade-offs. This concept is reiterated by
emphasizing that a systemic circular solution should go beyond waste management alone.

In practical terms, the CCRI provides both financial and technical support through various
lines of action: around €200 million over six years for demonstration projects, and €40—-50
million for technical assistance and "Project Development Assistance" to support circular
economy investments at the local and regional level, depending on specific needs.
Additionally, it supports cross-cutting activities such as governance and policy coordination
projects, advisory services, capacity building initiatives, and the promotion of best practices.
Currently, there are 142 participating entities, including cities, provinces/counties, regions,
and territorial clusters (European Commission, 2021).

In the “Projects” section of the official website, 31 practical implementation cases supported
by the CCRI are listed to date. These fall into three categories (Innovation Action,
Coordination and Support Action, and Project Development Assistance) and cover 23
sectors. However, none of these sectors specifically addresses the multiple and specific
social issues that affect cities.

In summary, the CCRI positions itself as a European initiative that, while not granting a
formal “circular city” recognition, offers a structured framework of financial tools, technical
assistance, and knowledge sharing to support cities and regions in implementing systemic



circular solutions. The social aspects of circularity are treated as part of a holistic approach.
There is no specific focus on them, but the explicit statement that the initiative goes beyond
waste management already signals a willingness to move beyond past technocentric
approaches. Participating cities and regions are not subject to formal reporting obligations or
binding monitoring systems. Instead, they are invited to voluntarily take part in workshops,
thematic groups, and peer-learning initiatives, and to adopt tools such as the self-assessment
tool. In this way, the initiative promotes a model of accountability based on mutual learning
and informational transparency, rather than on regulatory coercion.

2.3.2. The Circular City Declaration

The Circular City Declaration is a voluntary commitment, with a European scope, launched
in 2020 by Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI, originally the International
Council for Local Environmental Initiatives), an international network of local governments.
It is a declaration signed by cities and regions (88 signatory administrations as of July 1,
2025) that commit to transitioning from a linear to a circular model in their urban policies.
The declaration was drafted by a diverse set of stakeholders: EU bodies and institutions
(European Committee of the Regions, European Economic and Social Committee, European
Investment Bank), UN agencies (UN Environment Programme, UNEP), municipal agencies
(Regional Development Agency for Podravje — Maribor; ReLondon), non-profit collectives
(Metabolism of Cities), and also private entities such as the Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
whose specific project on Circular Cities will be addressed later.
The three core principles of the declaration are:

e Decouple economic growth from resource use;

e Local and regional governments have a critical role to play;

e A common vision of a circular economy is a useful journey guidance.
Joining is entirely voluntary, and any European city can sign the Declaration to join the
movement. The signatories position themselves as ambassadors of the circular transition in
their respective territories.
The declaration explicitly states the commitment of signatory cities to promote social justice
and the pursuit of improved human well-being. Likewise, it clearly affirms the goal of
decoupling economic growth from resource use. It refers to the various actors that make up
urban life (citizens, businesses, and the research community), while recognizing the crucial
role of local governments in achieving the systemic and transformative change required.
Finally, the declaration sets out a ten-point list of concrete and systemic commitments that
signatory cities pledge to implement in order to accelerate the transition to a circular
economy. This list outlines an operational roadmap, beginning with the need to establish
clear goals and strategies for circular economy, and to raise awareness both within local
administrations and among citizens and businesses. The decalogue also includes the use of
economic incentives and fiscal measures to encourage circular behavior, and the promotion
of a favorable local regulatory framework for secondary material markets, repair, reuse, and
sharing programs. It also emphasizes the need to cooperate with national governments and
European institutions to ensure an appropriate policy framework (Circular cities declaration,
2021). In summary, the overall tone treats urban circularity not merely as a technical or
economic matter, but as a holistic urban transformation project, where environmental
sustainability, economic prosperity, and social inclusion go hand in hand.
The official website of the Circular City Declaration, managed by ICLEI Europe, serves as
the reference platform for the initiative. It provides access to the updated list of signatory
cities, outreach materials, operational guidelines, and a section dedicated to published
reports. To date, two reports have been released, one in 2022 and one in 2024. Signatory
cities are encouraged to share their progress with a dual objective: on the one hand, to
promote transparency and accountability regarding their commitments; on the other, to foster
a process of mutual learning by offering concrete examples and inspiration to other
European cities that may wish to embark on similar paths.



2.3.3. Declaracion de Ciudades Circulares de América Latina y del Caribe

The Declaracion de Ciudades Circulares de América Latina y del Caribe is a regional
political declaration, presented in Rome in October 2021 during the 10th Italy—Latin
America Conference, with the support of the Economic Commission for Latin America and
the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the Italo—Latin American Institute (IILA).

Similar to the Circular City Declaration, this is a voluntary initiative aimed at cities in Latin
America and the Caribbean, initially involving eight founding signatory mayors (including
Santiago de Chile, Lima, Bogota, and Buenos Aires). Participation is open to other interested
cities, with no binding obligations, but with the objective of creating a regional network of
cities committed to circularity.

The declaration is structured as follows: first, nine points outline the motivations behind the
need for a transition to a circular economy model in Latin American and Caribbean cities;
then, five points specify the concrete actions to be undertaken, including the creation of
cross-sector working groups, the drafting of guidance documents, the engagement of local
stakeholders for a shared vision, awareness-raising activities targeting citizens, and the
dissemination of progress through publications and events. Finally, two clauses state the
objectives and scope of implementation.

The four key objectives of the agreement include the definition of clear and measurable
guidelines and targets, the promotion of awareness around circular practices, support for a
favorable regulatory framework for circular business models, and the acceleration of the
integration of circularity principles in urban planning, infrastructure, and asset management.
The second clause specifies that this is a voluntary commitment document, open to new
members, aimed at supporting the transition from a linear to a circular economy. It also
highlights the role of the declaration in fostering consensus and increasing active
engagement among city administrations and other stakeholders, stressing the importance of
collaboration to achieve global goals and cooperation between cities.

From a strictly social perspective, the declaration emphasizes citizen participation in co-
creating solutions and identifying priority objectives, acknowledging that the circular
transition can only succeed with community involvement. It places strong emphasis on
inclusion, equity, and urban well-being: the text explicitly states that the transition must
combine environmental sustainability with social inclusion, improving quality of life, public
health, and resilience in cities. It speaks of equitable and sustainable urban development, of
addressing inequalities, and of ensuring that the new urban model benefits all segments of
the population (Comision Econdmica para América Latina y el Caribe, 2021).

Unlike the European Circular City Declaration, there is no dedicated website or platform,
making it difficult to track updates on the initiative. However, some developments have
emerged through online research, such as an event organized by the Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) in 2022 for signatory cities, and the signing
of the declaration by the Brazilian city of Curitiba in March 2023.

A noteworthy aspect of this project is the leading role played by Italy’s National Electricity
Company (ENEL), one of the world’s main operators in the electricity and gas sectors.
Specifically, ENEL Chile promoted and organized the first technical team meeting following
the launch of the declaration, in September 2022, giving the initiative an immediate public—
private collaboration dynamic.

2.3.4. Ellen MacArthur Foundation — Cities and Circular Economy

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation, as stated in its mission, is “a non-profit organisation that
creates evidence-based original research on the benefits of a circular economy, and how it
can contribute to solving global challenges like climate change and biodiversity loss.”

The Foundation’s approach is to “engage with the current system to drive change quickly,
building strong relationships with decision-makers from business, government and
academia, designers, innovators, NGOs and others.”

The Foundation, named after its founder, a former British solo long-distance sailor, was



established in 2010.

One of the topics it focuses on in relation to the circular economy, alongside food, fashion,
education, and others, is that of cities.

On this topic, the Foundation’s framework includes 34 case studies showcasing circular
economy-related initiatives implemented by cities around the world; articles and
publications offering recommendations and guidelines; a self-assessment tool specifically
addressing food systems in urban contexts; and a deep dive that explores how applying the
principles of the circular economy can provide solutions in the areas of buildings, mobility,
and food within cities (Elle MacArthur Foundation, 2018)

Although it does not include a formal declaration or group cities based on geography, the
Foundation serves as a global reference point for the circular economy and is one of the two
most cited frameworks in the literature on the subject (Woldeyes et al., 2025).

The case studies presented by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation mainly focus on cities that
have developed concrete action plans for implementing the circular economy in their
specific contexts. However, not exclusively, some case studies highlight individual
initiatives, many of which are centered on food waste reduction, waste management, and
solutions to counteract extreme climate events through the enhancement of urban green
spaces. Social aspects are not explicitly addressed in either the framework or the case
studies. Only the most recent case study, dated February 25, 2025, discusses the city of
Cleveland and the involvement of local stakeholders to support circular economy initiatives.
However, it does not specifically mention improvements in social conditions, the inclusion
of marginalized communities, or the reduction of inequalities within cities.

In terms of partnerships, the Foundation collaborates with strategic partners that include
major multinational corporations such as Amazon, Coca-Cola, Nestl¢, Visa, Intesa Sanpaolo
Bank, among others. In 2024, it was funded 57% by corporate donations ( Elle MacArthur
Foundation, 2025).

2.3.5. Circular cities hub by Bloomberg and Holcim

The Circular Cities Barometer is an initiative launched by Holcim (a multinational company
in sustainable building materials) and Bloomberg Media in April 2022, with the goal of
measuring and comparing the progress of cities in transitioning from a linear to a circular
economy. Similar to the EMF, this initiative was selected for analysis because, thanks to
Bloomberg’s significant media and commercial influence, the index has a strong capacity to
shape public debate, guide urban policies, and establish widely recognized global
benchmarks. The tool is an annual barometer that evaluates the performance of a selected
group of major global cities leading the way in urban circularity. The second edition of the
Barometer, published in September 2023, includes 30 cities, having added five new ones
(Vienna, Brussels, Buenos Aires, Washington D.C., and Madrid) to the original 25.
The 30 cities were selected from among the nearly 100 cities whose mayors are part of the
C40 network, a global coalition working to address the climate crisis, partially funded by
Bloomberg Philanthropies. They are assessed through a proprietary algorithm that assigns
urban circularity scores.
Specifically, the barometer evaluates each city across four key dimensions:

e Circular Buildings: circular construction;

e Circular Systems: urban systems such as resource, waste, energy, and mobility

management;
e Circular Living: circular lifestyles and consumption patterns among citizens;
o Circular Leadership: policies and leadership supporting circularity;

Each dimension is assessed through specific criteria: for buildings, the presence of
sustainable constructions with certifications is evaluated; for systems and lifestyles, the
extensive use of renewable energy, the availability of green mobility options for residents,
the presence of recycling hubs that keep materials in circulation, closed-loop economy, and
broad access to green and natural spaces in cities, also measured by tree canopy coverage,



are all considered. The Circular Leadership dimension considers enabling factors such as
urban policies and investments that foster a supportive regulatory environment; recently, the
indicator for circular public procurement was introduced.

The results are synthesized into an overall score and ranking: in the most recent edition,
published in 2023, London ranked first, followed by Seattle, Copenhagen, Paris, and Zurich.
The Barometer serves as a comparative tool and as a database of best practices: the latest
edition collected over 300 exemplary circular initiatives, related to construction, energy,
waste, policies, and more, from the analyzed cities, with the intention to update and expand
this collection annually.

As for social aspects, the Barometer does not include indicators explicitly focused on
inclusion or social cohesion. Its primary focus lies on urban infrastructure, environmental
sustainability and governance. However, some of the metrics, particularly those under the
Circular Living category, indirectly reflect residents’ well-being and quality of life, such as
the availability of sustainable transport for all and access to urban green spaces.
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Tab 2 - Main features of the frameworks analyzed




2.4. The framework

The critical review of the literature reveals that definitions of the circular economy, and
consequently of circular cities, are extremely heterogeneous and fragmented. Despite the
proliferation of theoretical models, proposed indicators, and concrete initiatives, no clear or
shared definition emerges, reflecting the inherently variable nature of Circular Cities, which
are by definition characterized by multiple diversities.

This lack of theoretical convergence inevitably translates into divergent practical
approaches, making it difficult both to assess the actual effectiveness of implemented actions
and to compare experiences, thus hindering the sharing of best practices.

Moreover, the analysis highlights how social aspects related to the application of the circular
economy are systematically undervalued: they are often absent from theoretical definitions
and from the evaluation frameworks adopted, and remain marginal even within the
individual initiatives implemented by cities.

This lack of attention to the social dimension risks reproducing, even within urban circular
economy models, the very same inequalities generated by the linear production and
consumption model (Barford and Ahmad, 2021) that this approach seeks to overcome.

The Calisto Friant framework, analyzed in this section, serves as a useful tool for
standardizing the analysis of urban circular economy policies. Its ability to systematically
classify policies according to thematic areas and types of strategic approach allows for the
comparison of circular policies across cities, highlighting their dominant orientations and
existing gaps. The framework consists of three main components.

First, it identifies 48 concrete circular economy policies, grouped into 12 thematic areas
ranging from waste management, construction, and mobility to governance, education, and
social inclusion. These are further organized into three macro-areas: Waste, energy, and
material resource flows; Built environment and spatial planning; Socio-political structure.
Second, each policy is classified according to four different types of strategic discourse that
reflect distinct ideological visions of the urban circular economy:

(1) Reformist Circular Society (optimistic and holistic); (ii) Technocentric Circular Economy
(optimistic and segmented); (ii1) Transformational Circular Society (skeptical and holistic);
(iv) Fortress Circular Economy (skeptical and segmented).

Finally, the framework includes a scoring system to assess the intensity of cities'
commitments, using a scale from 0 to 5 to measure the level of implementation of each
policy in a specific urban context. This methodology allows for the calculation of both the
overall engagement of a city in each thematic area and the relative strength of the different
discursive approaches adopted, resulting in a synthetic and comparable profile of urban
circular strategies.

The final output, as exemplified by the case of the city of Amsterdam, is presented through
two types of charts. The first type shows where the city is acting (policy areas), while the
second illustrates how it is conceptualizing the circular economy, i.e. the underlying
philosophies of its strategies.
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Fig 4- Assessment of the city discourse type according to the Calisto Friant framework

The present framework therefore proves to be a valuable tool for analyzing the approach of
cities to the issue of circularity, as well as a necessary means for comparing the different
approaches implemented by different cities.

However, given the evolving nature of the circular economy, it becomes necessary to
integrate the temporal dimension into this framework. circular economy is a dynamic
concept, whose content and meaning have changed over time, progressively incorporating
more explicit references to sustainability and social aspects. We have already shown how, in
recent years, the literature on circular cities has increasingly included social dimensions.
Therefore, to meet the needs of a more comprehensive analysis aligned with the theoretical
and practical evolution of the phenomenon, it is proposed to extend the existing framework
with a temporal analysis. This integration would make it possible to assess how cities’
approaches change over time, whether there is an increasing focus on social aspects, and
whether convergence trajectories are emerging toward more inclusive and just models of



urban circular economy. In this perspective, the framework would not only be a static tool
for classification, but would become a true dynamic metric of transition, capable of
reflecting the cultural and political transformations of cities in their circular transition.

In addition, the temporal dimension allows for the correlation of urban circularity policies
with specific events, such as a change in city administration, or particular economic and
social contingencies that may influence the nature of the policies and initiatives implemented
by a city.

2.5. Case Study: La Spezia, Italy

To apply the proposed evolution of the framework by adding the temporal dimension, we
now examine its direct application to a specific case: the city of La Spezia, in Italy.

The city of La Spezia was selected because it is one of the 88 signatories of the Circular
Cities Declaration, and one of only four Italian cities to do so, along with Florence, Genoa,
and Prato. La Spezia is a provincial capital located in the Liguria region. It is a coastal city
with just over 92,000 inhabitants.

It hosts a major commercial and military port, as well as significant industrial facilities,
resulting in environmental and health-related challenges linked to these activities.

From 1962 until 2021, the city was home to one of Italy’s largest coal-fired power plants.
Partly due to this, since the early 2000s, epidemiological studies have reported health risks
for the local population caused by industrial air pollution. For example, research conducted
by the National Cancer Research Institute of Genoa (Fontana et al., 2000) found increased
respiratory symptoms and certain blood disorders in the industrial district of Vallegrande,
where the power plant was located.

In recent years, the municipality has launched a series of sustainability-oriented actions,
including urban interventions aimed at reducing environmental impacts and promoting more
responsible behaviors among citizens.

Although Amsterdam, Copenhagen, and Glasgow have also signed the same Circular Cities
Declaration as La Spezia, it is clear that we are dealing with completely different contexts.
The cities analyzed in Calisto Friant framework represent medium-to-large urban centers,
and most importantly, cities with high per capita wealth, productivity, and tourist inflow. To
illustrate, Amsterdam has around 905,000 inhabitants (CBS Statistics Netherlands, 2025 and
more than 22 million tourist visits annually (Amsterdam municipality, 2025).

Copenhagen, with approximately 665,000 inhabitants (Statistics Denmark, 2025) and over
10 million annual tourist overnight stays (Wonderful Copenhagen Annual Report, 2019).
Glasgow has 635,000 inhabitants (National Records of Scotland, 2022) and is considered the
second economic and cultural hub of Scotland, with approximately 2 million annual visitors
(International Passenger Survey 2023).

In contrast, La Spezia has just over 92,000 inhabitants (Istat, 2025), an economy strongly
tied to shipbuilding, port logistics, and cruise tourism, with significantly lower tourist
volumes compared to the other cities mentioned (La Spezia municipality, 2025).

Using the same evaluation framework for such a different context allows us to assess its
potential and limitations, as well as possible improvements, reflecting the variability that
characterizes so-called circular cities and, more specifically, the signatories of the Circular
Cities Declaration.

However, the selection of La Spezia implies a modification in the applied methodology:
although it is a signatory of the declaration, the city does not have a dedicated circularity
manifesto, nor the "main circular economy action plans or strategies and other directly
associated documents published by the local city governments or their partners in the
initiative" that were analyzed for the other three cities.

2.5.1. La Spezia as signatory of the Circular Cities Declaration

In the 2024 report of the Circular Cities Declaration, as well as in the 2022 edition, the
section dedicated to La Spezia immediately states that La Spezia does not have a dedicated



circular economy action plan. In the most recent version, it also notes that “Starting in 2017,
the city has developed a specific La Spezia Green programme, aimed at achieving a more
sustainable city.”

However, the link associated with “La Spezia Green programme” redirects to a page on the
city’s official website titled “Projects, funding, and calls for proposals on ecological
transition topics”, where the only two attached documents refer to the request and
confirmation for the installation of electric car charging stations.

As for the main aspects related to circularity mentioned in the reports of the Circular Cities
Declaration concerning La Spezia, they are as follows:

Report 2022:

e awareness raising about waste management: the associated link redirects to a page on
the official website of the Municipality of La Spezia that does not exist;

e shared mobility: as in the previous point, the associated link redirects to a non-
existent page on the Municipality of La Spezia’s website;

e cnergy and water efficiency: the associated link redirects to a page on the
Municipality of La Spezia’s website containing the building regulation, a 92-page
document approved by the municipal administration in 2015 and later integrated and
revised in 2017.

Report 2024:

e waste management: The associated link leads to the "Waste Management" page on
the Municipality’s official website, which contains 10 press releases related to works
and initiatives on the topic, but no programmatic or comparable document;

e sustainable urban mobility plan: The link, similarly to the previous point, leads to the
“Sustainable Mobility” page on the Municipality of La Spezia’s website, which
contains various institutional communications but no strategic plans or broad-scale
programs;

e water saving measures: As in the 2022 report, the link redirects to the building
regulation on the Municipality’s website.

These findings confirm the absence of a coherent and structured strategic framework
dedicated to circular economy in La Spezia. The references included in the Circular Cities
Declaration reports mostly lead to fragmented or inaccessible content, further highlighting
the limited formalization of circular initiatives at the municipal level.

3. Methodology

First, a research was conducted in the scientific literature to identify any studies related to
the city of La Spezia and its circular economy policies. The research was carried out on the
Scopus database, with no time restrictions, using the keywords "La Spezia" and "circular" in
abstracts, titles, and keywords, expressed through the following query:

(TITLE-ABS-KEY ("la spezia") AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (circular))

The search returned 4 records, none of which were even remotely relevant to the topic.
A second search was then carried out, expressed through the following query:

(TITLE-ABS-KEY ("la spezia") AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (city) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY
(strategy))

This returned a single result, an analysis focused on another Italian port city (Torre
Annunziata), which mentioned La Spezia as a benchmark and was dated 2013.

It was therefore decided to carry out a search entirely online, using the Google search
engine.

Five policy documents were identified, although they are not explicitly focused on circular



economy policies. Specifically, these include:

(1) the “Sustainable Energy Action Plan” (SEAP), signed by La Spezia’s administration in
2011, (ii) the “Mayors Adapt”, launched by the European Commission and joined by the city
in 2014, (ii1) the masterplan “La Spezia 20.20 — The City Becomes Smart,” dated 2015, (iv)
the protocol “La Spezia of the future: a model of sustainable and circular development™ from
2019, and (v) the “Territorial Strategy for Sustainable Development,” published in 2024.
The first two documents are initiatives of the international agreement "Covenant of Mayors
— Europe" not specifically focused on circularity theory. They represent general guidelines
primarily centered on the concept of sustainability, though used in two different contexts
with distinct objectives.

Regarding the SEAP, its main goal is climate change mitigation through actions aimed at
improving energy efficiency, promoting sustainable mobility, and increasing the use of
renewable energy within cities. The information regarding this document was gathered from
the page dedicated to La Spezia on the official website of the Covenant of Mayors, which
includes the Action Plan for Sustainable Energy, that is not available for consultation, and
the 2016 monitoring report (European commission, 2011).

From the monitoring report, we extracted the indications of the action plan that La Spezia
committed to.

Mayors Adapt, on the other hand, focuses specifically on adaptation to climate change and
its consequences. Participating cities are required to submit local adaptation strategies across
various areas. On the same La Spezia webpage on the Covenant of Mayors website, it is
possible to consult the commitment document signed by the mayor, which qualifies as a
high-level programmatic document. The remaining information was gathered from the
official website of the Municipality of La Spezia, where a dedicated page collects
informational material and individual practical initiatives implemented in the area as a result
of the plan’s application. There is also a link to the official website of the project, which
involves Italian and French cities, where additional informational material can be found (La
Spezia municipality, 2015).

The third and fourth documents, however, are indeed broad programmatic initiatives, created
specifically by the municipal administration of La Spezia. As suggested by their titles, they
are focused on the implementation of smart and sustainable circular strategies.

For the masterplan “La Spezia 20.20 — The City Becomes Smart”, three publicly available
documents were found, including an institutional presentation drafted by the city councillor
responsible for the project, a sectoral report from an institutional project partner and sectoral
knowledge platform webpage (La Spezia municipality, 2015). These describe the strategy
launched in 2015 by the municipality of La Spezia to transform the city into a smart and
sustainable urban system, with a focus on energy efficiency, digital infrastructure, and
stakeholder participation. The program includes actions such as retrofitting public buildings
for energy savings, implementing smart grids, creating energy communities, promoting local
biomass chains, and enhancing urban mobility through electric vehicle charging and bike-
sharing services. However, no official masterplan document adopted by the municipality
was found, which limits the possibility of verifying the strategic framework or the level of
formal commitment.

For the protocol “La Spezia of the future: a model of sustainable and circular development”,
only a press release announcing it could be retrieved.

Although this could be equated to the programmatic documents used in Calisto Friant
framework in their analysis of Amsterdam, Glasgow, and Copenhagen, the absence of the
original text makes it impossible to include it in the analysis.

Finally, for the “Territorial Strategy for Sustainable Development”,four sources were
identified for this purpose, one of which is the Regional Territorial Plan of the Liguria
Region. This is the strategic plan to which the Municipality of La Spezia requested and was
granted accession, by submitting a specific project for its own territory.

The regional document is highly detailed and comprehensive, explicitly defined as a
“strategic plan that (i) bases its reflection, objectives, and actions on medium to long term
scenarios, starting from a grounded analysis of current realities and trends; (ii) identifies



diversified actions according to the different objectives and target stakeholders; (iii)
proposes the sharing of objectives among the involved actors, while leaving each of them the
necessary interpretative flexibility.” (La Spezia municipality, 2024).

For this reason, it was included in the analysis, as it provides a programmatic perspective
and, for the first time, contains explicit, though general, references to the principles of
circularity.

For the Municipality of La Spezia, the following sources were identified:

(1) the formal approval document for joining the regional plan and obtaining related funding,
within the framework of the territorial strategy for sustainable development;

(i1) the Municipality’s web page listing, though not detailing, some proposals not included in
the formal approval document;

(ii1) the report from one of the focus groups planned within the strategy, involving various
local stakeholders.

All of these are available on a dedicated page of the official website of the Municipality of
La Spezia. In the policy evaluation process, greater weight was given to the documents
specifically related to the city of La Spezia, particularly for those policies explicitly
addressed by municipal actions. The regional strategic plan was also taken into account for
policies oriented toward broader-scale strategies, especially considering that the program is
set to conclude in 2027.

To these four identified documents, it was decided to add the building regulation drafted by
the municipality, as it is explicitly referenced in the Circular Cities Declaration.

This is the municipal regulation that governs construction activities in the City of La Spezia.
Its main purpose is to define the procedures for obtaining building permits, like the
bureaucracy underlying construction authorizations, and to establish technical and functional
requirements for urban quality.

The regulation includes detailed provisions on hygiene, safety, energy saving, removal of
architectural barriers, and landscape and environmental protection, integrating national and
regional legal frameworks.

It is difficult to equate it to a programmatic document, given its primarily administrative and
regulatory nature, although some articles refer to principles of energy efficiency, rainwater
recovery, and the installation of photovoltaic systems.

The five documents were analyzed to assign scores to the 48 policies included in the Calisto
Friant framework. In the final assessment of a policy relating to a specific period of time,
the highest score obtained by one of the policy documents issued during that period was
used. The main features of the documents are presented in Tab.3.

Document Year |Sources Brief Description
Climate change mitigation plan: energy efficiency,

Covenant of Mayors official website

SEAP 2011 L. renewable energy, sustainable mobility. No access
(monitoring report) .. .
to the original action plan.
Covenant of Mayors official website
Mayors Adapt 2014 (commitment document); Municipality of |Adaptation strategy to climate change. High-level

La Spezia website and Adapt initiative commitment document signed by the mayor.
official website (project info)
Municipality of La Spezia, Fondazione Smart city strategy proposed by the municipality.

La Spezia 20.20 — The City 2015 Torino Wireless (project partner), General goals available, Includes concrete
Becomes Smart SmartCityWeb (sectoral knowledge measures across energy, transport and governance.
platform) No full document retrieved.

Administrati lation for buildi it
Municipality of La Spezia website (92 dministrative regulation for building permits and

Buildi lati 201
uilding regulation 017 pages document)

urban quality. Includes references to energy
efficiency and environmental criteria.

Territorial Strategy for 2024 Municipality of La Spezia website (single [Recent municipal strategy on sustainable

Sustainable Development webpage) development. Very limited content available online.

Tab 3 - Main features of the five policy documents considered for the case study of La Spezia



To summarize, the scoring process is composed as follows
1. collection of the programmatic documents from the City of La Spezia;
2. distribution of the documents into three time periods: 2010-2014; 2015-2019; 2020—
2024;
3. evaluation of the 5 collected documents and subsequent scoring of the framework
policies;
4. calculation of the scores for the 12 policy areas and 4 discourse types;
definition of the discourse types for the city of La Spezia across the three time
periods.

hd

It must be noted that the approach adopted presents certain structural limitations. The Calisto
Friant framework was originally designed to assess urban circular economy strategies on a
large and formalized scale, such as those implemented by major European cities with
explicit and well-structured strategic plans. Applying the same framework to a medium-
small urban context like La Spezia, in the absence of a programmatic framework specifically
built around the circular transition, inevitably involves a certain degree of methodological
distortion. Moreover, regarding two of the five documents, specifically “La Spezia 20.20 —
The City Becomes Smart” and the “Territorial Strategy for Sustainable Development,” only
limited information is available, which made it more difficult to assign scores for the
relevant policies. Despite these critical issues, it was decided to proceed with the analysis,
fully aware of its experimental nature. The goal, in fact, was not to provide a definitive
judgment on the city's circular performance, but rather (i) to understand the criteria for
including a city in international initiatives dedicated to circular cities and (ii) to assess the
potential of the framework proposed by Calisto Friant in this context, in order to understand
whether the international initiatives that bring together circular cities reflect a particular type
of policy. Although the documents analyzed are not programmatic strategies in terms of
circular economy, their multiplicity allows us to place them in different time periods and
thus to analyze potential evolutions or trajectories related to sustainability policies already
adopted by the municipality. In the future, it may be worth considering the inclusion of
individual initiatives in the evaluation model, in addition to programmatic documents. This
would contribute to studying the evolutionary trajectories of circular strategies and,
moreover, to monitoring whether the commitments made through strategic documents are
actually implemented through initiatives and practices

In this sense, the case of La Spezia serves as a useful example for evaluating both the current
state of the art and the limitations regarding the classification and assessment of so-called
circular cities.

4. Results

The first graph (fig. 5) shows the level of interest expressed by the municipality in the
twelve policy areas identified by the Calisto-Friant framework, divided across the three
analyzed periods. A clear predominance is observed, during the first two periods, of policies
related to governance and municipal operations, confirming an initially strong institutional
and administrative orientation. In the third period, this attention slightly decreases. Interest
in economic and industrial policies remains almost entirely absent throughout all periods,
consistent with the lack of explicit references to the circular economy in the examined
documents. Attention to ecosystems and nature-based solutions records a significant
presence in all three periods, reaching 100% in the most recent one. Additionally, there is a
progressive increase in attention towards urban form and territorial planning, driven
particularly by the Strategic Plan for Sustainable Development, which explicitly includes
territorial planning among its priority axes.

Moreover, a decline in attention towards policies related to social justice and livelihoods is
observed. This trend is concerning, as it can be attributed to the fact that the only policy
document available for the third period, the Strategic Plan, despite being oriented toward
sustainability, does not explicitly address these areas. This reflects a persistent gap in



attention that continues to treat social aspects as non-essential for the implementation of
sustainable solutions.

Another observed slowdown across the periods pertains to the Green Buildings area. This is
due to the development of the building regulation between 2015 and 2019, which
significantly impacted related policies.

Finally, special attention should be given to the data concerning the waste management
policy area, which appears extremely low across all three analyzed periods, being entirely
absent in the first and third. This result, however, seems misleading, as it does not reflect the
actual importance that the issue holds within municipal strategies. La Spezia has in fact
implemented a comprehensive series of initiatives in waste management over the years,
achieving noteworthy results at the national level (La Spezia municipality, 2024).

The municipality is among those with the highest material recycling rates, thanks to the
introduction of an advanced separate collection system, which includes a pay-as-you-throw
pricing mechanism based on the "polluter pays" principle. Moreover, La Spezia has
successfully moved beyond the traditional door-to-door model, often considered the ultimate
goal in urban waste management, experimenting instead with area-based collection through
smart recycling points and digitalized waste containers, significantly enhancing service
efficiency. These measures are accompanied by a concern for social justice, reflected in
adjustments of waste taxation for lower-income households, determined based on the
Equivalent Economic Situation Indicator (ISEE), a parameter measuring the overall
economic level of a household.The intersection between waste management and the social
dimension is therefore clear but is not captured by the adopted framework, as these actions
are not formalized within official policy documents. This discrepancy raises questions about
the framework’s ability to detect established operational policies that are not formalized in
strategic plans, suggesting a need for methodological integration to better capture concrete
administrative actions.

Economic & Industrial

Policy
Ecosystems & Nature Governance &
Based Solutions Municipal Operations
Urban Form & Education & Knowledge

Territorial Planning Development

2010-2014 Green Buildings Soc.lal J.UStlce &
Livelihoods

2015-2019
2020-2025 Transport & Mobility Renewable Energy

Food & Organic Waste

Waste Management
Streams

Water Management

Fig 5 - Assessment of the 48 policies in the three different periods, for La Spezia



Fig. 6 illustrates the intensity with which the urban policies of La Spezia were adopted, over
the three analyzed periods (2010-2014, 2015-2019, 2020-2025), each of the four discourse
types defined in the Calisto Friant framework. In the first five-year period examined, the city
of La Spezia shows a relatively marked alignment with the technocentric and reformist
approaches, indicating a predominantly optimistic orientation in addressing the challenges
related to circular transition. This suggests a positive perception of the ability of technology
and institutional reforms to drive change. Additionally, there is limited evidence of elements
linked to the skeptical Transformational Circular Society Approach, indicating a partial but
not predominant openness towards more critical and systemic interpretations of ongoing
transformations. In the second five-year period, the city of La Spezia’s vision evolves,
exhibiting greater adherence to the skeptical approach outlined by the Transformational
Circular Society Approach, which progressively gains prominence in interpreting circular
dynamics. Simultaneously, the optimistic component strengthens, with increased alignment
to both technocentric and reformist approaches, confirming an articulated and plural
interpretation of urban transformation trajectories.

This multidirectional expansion in alignment is justified by the profoundly different nature
of the two policy documents produced in this period. On one side, the Master Plan “La
Spezia 2020 — The City Becomes Smart” represents a broad, highly visionary perspective
oriented towards innovation, although the absence of the complete document limits a more
detailed analysis. On the other side, the building regulation is a technical and detailed act,
focused on specific regulatory aspects, with a more operational and sectoral scope.

In particular, the increased alignment with the skeptical approach can be explained by the
fact that the Building Regulation contains numerous provisions aimed at mitigating the
effects of climate change and managing environmental impacts, reflecting an adaptation and
prevention logic fully consistent with the critical perspective of the Transformational
Circular Society Approach. Finally, the most recent period analyzed reveals an overall
decrease in adherence to the various approaches, partly due to the availability of only one
policy document, the Strategic Plan for Sustainable Territorial Development, which by its
very nature provides a unified and broad vision, limiting the emergence of divergent
trajectories. Within this context, there is a marked strengthening of the reformist approach,
characterized by a holistic and optimistic perspective towards sustainable transformation,
while the segmented and technocentric approaches decrease, consistently with the integrated
and systemic nature of the plan. However, a residual presence of the skeptical approach
remains, justified by explicit references to climate resilience interventions and mitigation of
environmental impacts, highlighting a persistent attention to the systemic consequences of
ongoing changes.
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Fig 6- Assessment of the city discourse type for La Spezia



5. Conclusions

This research investigated the theoretical, practical, and evaluative fragmentation of so-
called circular cities, differentiated and complex ecosystems engaged in integrating the
principles of the circular economy, which are still evolving.

The analysis leads to four main conclusions:

1. Interest in the social dimensions of circular policies is growing, highlighting the need
for integration in both academic research and implementation practices. The
necessity to shift from a linear system of production and consumption to a circular
one in order to halt planetary environmental collapse is now widely acknowledged.
However, limiting analyses of circularity to this single aspect appears increasingly
short-sighted and, at times, counterproductive. The transition to a circular system
affects all three pillars of sustainability - economic, environmental, and social - and
neglecting one may generate new imbalances and undermine the potential
contribution of the circular economy to the SDGs;

2. Cities are fundamental ecosystems not only for implementing but also for driving and
leading the shift toward circular thinking. The favorable conditions they offer, in
terms of geographic scale, involvement of multiple stakeholders, and direct
interaction between citizens and policymakers, are both an advantage and a
responsibility. In this role, cities cannot overlook the issue of human waste
production and the fact that they are the primary sites where it is generated. The
circular policies they implement must therefore be aligned with the objective of
bringing such production down to zero;

3. The case study of La Spezia demonstrates that local administrations joining such
initiatives should not do so without developing strategies and action plans built
around the principles of circularity. Without a clear guiding framework, the actions
undertaken risk being ineffective or generating trade-offs between the different
dimensions of sustainability;

4. The Calisto Friant framework is a valuable and useful tool for analyzing the political
approach of cities to the topic of circularity, but on its own, it captures intentions
rather than outcomes. To measure actual circularity, complementary tools are
needed—tools capable of assessing implementation and the evolution of impacts
over time.

6. Research limitation

Some limitations related to the application of the Calisto Friant framework have already
been discussed in the methodology section, particularly concerning the adequacy of the tool
in relation to the local context and the availability of documents.

Moreover, while this work includes a selective literature review aimed at reconstructing the
debate on circular cities with specific attention to social aspects, a true systematic literature
review on these issues is still lacking.

Dimensions such as inclusion, equity, participation, environmental justice, and social
impacts are often addressed in a fragmented or secondary way within broader studies.

A systematic review would make it possible to identify theoretical trends, gaps, and
emerging approaches, and to clarify the actual role of social dimensions in the urban circular
transition.

7. Suggestions and Research Proposals
7.1. Research suggestions
Complex systems such as cities, into which a still loosely defined framework is being

introduced, require equally complex evaluation tools. Now, after nearly two decades of
research on circular cities, scholars have the opportunity to assess the evolution of practical



implementations. In this context, evaluation should be conducted in a more articulated way,
combining qualitative and quantitative analyses and actively involving local stakeholders.
Beyond political intentions, assessment should focus on the actual transformation of cities
over time, in terms of practices and outcomes. The Friant framework represents an important
first level of evaluation, which should be complemented by tools capable of assessing
concrete actions, thus providing a dynamic picture of urban circularity.

At the same time, the scientific community, the education system, and public institutions
should critically examine which models and initiatives they choose to promote, also
reflecting on their ultimate purposes. Scientific literature and non-profit organizations have,
for instance, highlighted cases of greenwashing and environmental or social legal disputes
involving major corporations that are partners of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation. For this
reason, before adopting such frameworks and rankings, universities, public administrations,
and evaluation bodies should demand full transparency regarding governance structures,
decision-making criteria, and potential conflicts of interest. This is essential to prevent
“circularity” from becoming a label with high reputational value but low transformative
impact. It is also necessary to address the geographical imbalance in the literature, which
remains heavily focused on cases from the Global North: this disparity underscores how
research on circular economy is predominantly shaped by institutions in industrialized
countries, with contributions from the Global South remaining largely marginal or
underrepresented. As a consequence, many strategies implemented in developing countries
tend to mirror the models of the Global North, rather than emerging from locally grounded
needs or alternative forms of socio-environmental innovation. This dynamic risks
positioning cities in the Global South as passive adopters of externally designed frameworks,
rather than as active agents in the sustainable urban transition (Haswell et al., 2024).

As an antidote to theoretical and practical fragmentation, it is useful to adopt a solid
theoretical framework that can offer a lens through which to observe circular cities, guiding
their efforts and clarifying their objectives. One such lens could be that of Service
Collaboration (ServCollab), which “extends the focus to needs and equity beyond individual
contribution, recognizing that people possess different resources and that these resources are
not always proportional to the outcomes they deserve,” and calls for an emphasis on
“differentiated needs and equity in service experiences" (Fisk et al., 2020).

This approach integrates the socio-economic dimension organically into analyses of circular
cities and allows for comparable evaluations that are sensitive to inequalities.

7.2. Suggestions for policymaker

To ensure coherence and credibility in circularity policies, it is essential to reassert public
leadership in the definition of standards and parameters. Supranational bodies, primarily the
United Nations and the European Union, should facilitate exchange networks between cities
based on holistic and shared criteria, in order to limit the risk of private entities shaping the
agenda according to reputational or commercial interests.

Declarations, protocols, and rating schemes directly influence research, the dissemination of
best practices, and the allocation of resources. A transparent, participatory, and socially just
governance is therefore crucial to avoid partial implementations, prevent trade-offs between
environmental goals and social rights, and ensure that the circular economy contributes
meaningfully to the achievement of the SDGs.
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