
The “circular economy” is a term 
that is increasing in popularity over 
the years. Both regional and national 
governments as global organizations 
such as the United Nations have the 
vision to grow the share of the circular 

economy. Recent research1 has showed 
that the circularity of the Netherlands 
is at 24,5%. The goal of the Dutch 
government is to be fully circular by 
2050. The challenge now is to make the 
other 75,5% circular as well.  

An essential part of this challenge 
to 100% circular is to use waste and 
residual flows in business processes 
instead of disposing of them as waste. 

WHY WASTE?

The circular economy  
has a positive  

impact on  
the environment.

The industry is at the heart of the global 
production chain and is therefore essential in 
the transition to a circular economy. However, 
how can you contribute as an industrial 
company? What are the right steps and 
where is the biggest (environmental) gain? 
In this article, we will discuss how industrial 
companies can contribute to the circular 
economy with their residual flows. 

This article is the first of three on this 
topic. In the next article, we will discuss 
another aspect of the circular economy, the 
application of residual flows by industrial 
companies. In the final article, we analyze the 
changed waste legislation in the Netherlands, 
which is influenced by international and 
European norms and legislation, and the 
possibilities it offers for the use of waste  
and residual flows in business processes.  

THE PROBLEM 
Many industrial companies generate residual 
flows that are now disposed of as waste. 
This concerns various flows, including organic 
material such as shells and casings, or an 
end product that does not meet the end 
specifications. Due to the strict application  
of waste legislation (in the recent past),  

such residual flows were originally regarded  
as waste.
 
Because a company that has the so-called 
“waste processor” status can only process 
waste material, the application of residual 
flows is limited. As a result, these flows 
can rarely be used as raw material in the 
production process of a non-waste processing 
company. While the demand for residual 
flows has only increased in recent years,  
the “residual flows market” remains  
largely locked.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF A 
CIRCULAR ECONOMY FOR ME AS 
AN INDUSTRIAL COMPANY?  
The circular economy has a positive impact 
on the environment. There are also good 
economic reasons why the circular economy 

is important for industrial companies.  
This will be further explained based on  
a case study.

A company in the food sector produces an 
organic waste stream. They cannot process 
these themselves, since the product quality 

What is circular economy/
waste flows that contribute  
to circularity?

When waste/residual flows from one 
company are used as raw material 
by another company, the demand for 
primary raw materials decreases and 
thus contributes to sustainable raw 
materials management. In the recently 
amended waste legislation in the 
Netherlands, more attention has been 
paid to facilitate the use of residual 
flows. Although not every residual flow/
waste material can be used as a raw 
material, this does offer opportunities  
in all industrial sectors. 
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deteriorates while processing. This residual 
flow could however be used as a raw material 
for other companies. There are possibilities 
for application of this residual flow in the 
food industry, cosmetic industry and  
energy industry.

Interested companies only want to purchase 
this residual flow if it has the status of a 
raw material, because they are not allowed 
to collect waste according to their permit. 
That is why Bilfinger Tebodin together with 
the company in this case study went through 
the procedure to have this organic residual 
stream assessed as a raw material.  

This procedure “from waste to by-product” 
means that if the assessment is positive, the 
residual flow will have a by-product status 
and the status of “waste” will be cancelled.  
This means other companies can use  
it as a raw material. 

At the time of writing, the authority of this 
case has assessed that this residual flow 
is indeed a by-product (raw material) and 
not waste, a result that we are proud of! 
This has an important positive impact on 
the costs of the company and provides good 
environmental gain.
 

CONCLUSION 
Many companies release residual flows that 
can be used by other companies as a raw 
material. From an environmental perspective, 
in the context of the circular economy, it is 
positive to reuse this substance. This also 
provides advantages from a commercial point 
of view: selling a residual flow as a raw 
material yields more than having it disposed 
of as waste material for a fee. In other 
words, the reassessment of residual flows  
as raw materials leads to an increase in  
value from both an environmental and a 
business perspective.

1 Circularity GAP Report – The Netherlands, Circle Economy, June 2020
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Do you want to know more?  
Please contact Jordi Koes, Diana Seijs or Karen Diederiks. We are happy to help 
you with issues related to the circular economy, such as identifying the circular 
possibilities for your production process and which residual flows can be  
used sustainably.

“We make sustainable 
production work”

“We make sustainable 
production work”
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