
Empowering the ‘circular economy’ 
theme, industrial ecology and 
symbiosis programs have been 

deployed in well over 20 countries 
around the world. New South Wales has 
pioneered industrial ecology in Australia 
for the last year, with welcome results. In 
Sydney, for example, strong foundations 
have been laid in the manufacturing, food 
and buildings sectors. Fascinating case 
studies are emerging about major pallet 
re-use systems being brought alive and 
how recycling rates of office building de-
fits are being increased from 20 to 60%. 
These represent important steps towards 
a circular economy.

There are many lessons to be learned 
from overseas experience, especially 
the National Industrial Symbiosis 
Programme (NISP) in the UK. It created 
a facilitated business opportunity network 
of thousands of businesses to help them 
find new ways of working that improved 
the productivity of resources (such as 
materials, energy, water, land, assets, 
logistics and intellectual property).

An industrial ecology or symbiosis 
program offers a systematic way of 
bringing together a large number of 
businesses, of all sizes and from many 
different sectors, in the first steps of 
moving towards more collaborative, often 
cross-sectoral, resource productive modes 
of operation.

For example a member of NISP’s 
network, a large grower of horticultural 
products, was asked by the environmental 
regulator to remove 30,000 tonnes of 
contaminated growing media, potentially 
leaching into local ground water. The 
traditional option of sending the material 
to landfill was prohibitively expensive. 
When referred to NISP, the grower was 
introduced to a chain of organisations 
including a logistics company, a waste 
processing company, a water utility and 

a major construction contractor. This 
new web of businesses turned the costly, 
polluting liability into a new resource 
(trenching media). Instead it became a 
source of revenue for investing in onsite 
clean-up equipment, which would save 
money and prevent this environmental 
problem recurring in the future.

An industrial ecology or symbiosis 
program tackles both the information and 
innovation barriers to business change.

Even with the age of the internet, 
businesses don’t have access to the full 
range of information and ideas about 
their product’s materials, their supply 
chain, their sector and the similar features 
of other organisations. Furthermore, even 
when they do have the right information 
and a convincing business case to change, 
businesses often don’t due to inertia 
and the demands of day-day operations. 
The human energy of a dedicated cadre 
of industry experienced facilitators 
makes a huge difference, especially 
when connected to sources of R&D 
and innovation, and a vibrant network 
of businesses (the more numerous and 
varied the better).

These facilitators can independently 
gather large amounts of data, analyse it 
and pro-actively catalyse opportunities for 
improving resource productivity, fostering 
innovation and reducing environmental 
impact. In London, a manager of the $30 
billion Cross Rail project believed that 
NISP was valuable, enabling ‘economic & 
environmental infrastructure’ for business, 
similar to certain public transport projects.

Moving to a circular economy mode 
of operation is a significant step for 
many businesses as industrial ecology 
approaches enable change to happen 
more organically.

After several years, a significant sample 
of NISP’s projects or ‘synergies’ were 
analysed and it was found that over 

90% of them had moved up the waste 
hierarchy over time, e.g. moving from a 
recycling solution to one that focused on 
reuse or elimination of waste at source. 

Public funding enables 
greater impact
The key to the success of a facilitated 
industrial ecology network is access to 
business information, problems and 
needs. More data reveals more problems 
and therefore many more opportunities 
to drive solutions and change towards 
the creation of a circular economy. The 
independent, impartial, non-profit making 
status of the team of program facilitators 
maximises access to businesses and their 
information. This is a critical feature of 
both the UK program and latterly one 
here in NSW.
Attempts have been made to 
commercialise an industrial ecology 
network, but it is hard to do in a way that 
doesn’t reduce access to information and 
effectiveness in a manner that rewards 
equally every business that contributes to 
it financially. Lessons from the UK show 
that greater sustained public funding 
yields greater innovation and impact in 
the long-term.

The NSW program’s emerging success 
should inspire other states in Australia to 
follow suit. Connected under the auspices 
of a co-ordinated Australasian Industrial 
Ecology Network (AIEN), it would be 
very welcome to see the creation of an 
effective country-wide mechanism for 
catalysing environmental regeneration, 
supporting a more robust economic 
future for this nation and beyond.
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How Australia can move 
towards a circular economy
A systemic approach to increasing business collaboration accelerates 
progress towards a circular economy, writes Gary Foster.

IN PERSPECTIVE Fresh views and clear voices

42 MAY/JUNE 2015  WME magazine


