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Abstract text:  

Purpose  
The circular economy is a cross-cutting theme stimulating innovation not only in research and 
businesses, but also in the financial and public administration sectors in order to generate the 
appropriate context for the transition from a linear to a circular system. A key priority for the European 
Commission, Circular Economy (CE) as stated in 2015 CE Action Plan, recently updated (European 
Commission, 2020a), is also a strategic area for the Emilia-Romagna region, the first regional 
administration adopting an ad-hoc law promoting circular economy (Regional Law nr.16/2015).   
Nonetheless, circular economy in the EU is at an early stage. The current system has been 
developed and optimised for the prevailing linear production and consumption models. This poses a 
problem for the circular models, which have to contend with the challenge of accessing finance, as 
the financial sector sees circular projects as highly risky and often not bankable (European 
Commission, 2019).   
For the Emilia-Romagna Region it is useful to identify the technological, regulatory and financial 
trends that will characterize the next few years. This work aimed at mapping the regional ecosystem 
on Circular Economy.    
  
Originality and value   
This work is a first analysis of the regional innovation ecosystem from the circular economy point of 
view. A pilot example of how to deal with the theme in its complexity, cross sectoral relevance, and 
interdisciplinarity, in coherence with the model proposed by the European Commission (DG 
Research and Innovation) in the work carried out by the "Informal commission expert group on 
support to circular economy financing" which published the recommendations in "Accelerating the 
transition to circular economy" in 2019 (European Commission, 2019). The triple, actually quadruple, 
helix approach followed is an example of an opportunity to achieve innovation outcomes for the 
socio-economic good through multi-stakeholders collaboration within academia, industry, 
government, and the financial sector.    
Design and methodology   
In Emilia-Romagna a network of applied research laboratories operates structured cooperation with 
industry (High Technology Network), and clusters have been launched on key sectors of the regional 
economy. Leveraging on this ecosystem, ART-ER coordinated a working group including the 
regional universities and research centers (10 institutions), business associations (3), multiutilities 
and recycling consortia (4), and financial institutions (3), with the regional administration who also 
co-financed the initiative. Research skills, educational offers, ongoing projects and initiatives 
according to the thematic framework of the circular economy, as proposed by the European 
Commission (European Commission, 2020b) were mapped via online survey,   
  
These information were combined with the knowledge shared by financial institutions on circular 
economy projects bankability. Industry perspectives were derived from the Green Economy survey 
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(Osservatorio Greener, 2018), involving about 2000 companies in the Region. Several national 
databases were analyzed to identify regional best practices and existing projects, useful as a basis 
for future strategic and bankable demo cases to be financed by public-private partnership, again a 
triple helix approach.    
Results and findings    
  
The analysis carried out on the research competences in Emilia-Romagna showed that research 
skills are focused on ecodesign and on waste management and waste valorization. Aspects such as 
de-manufacturing and new models of consumption appear less pronounced. Excellences are 
present, such as CERCIS (CEntre for Research on Circular economy, Innovation and SMEs), a 
research center in support of the transition to circular economy founded by the University of Ferrara.    
As for research and innovation projects active in the last 3 years (2016-2019), considering European, 
national and regional projects and direct collaborations with companies, over 430 initiatives related 
to the circular economy were activated in Emilia-Romagna (Figure 1). The funding sources were 
almost equally distributed between co-financed European, national and regional projects (202) and 
direct industry funded (228), for a total value of over 67 million Euros (ART-ER, in press). This value 
equals the total ERDF 2014-2020 funds investment linked to the Smart Specialization Strategy on 
innovation projects with impacts on sustainability, that amounts to 60 million Euros (ART-ER, in 
press). The distribution of projects per topic reflects the distribution of skills, with the majority of 
projects addressing waste recycling, recovery and valorization.    
    
  
A crucial element for the business sector with respect to the transition to a greener economy is 
administrative simplification and regulatory clarification. Additionally, the high investment costs to 
adapt production processes or products to more sustainable/circular standards are perceived as a 
relevant barrier (Osservatorio Greener, 2018),.   
Attention to Environmental, Social & Governance issues by banks and financial operators is growing 
strongly in Italy. Currently, the majority of Italian banks have developed specific procedures for 
assessing bankability and evaluating environmental and social risks (79 % of the sample for project 
financing operations, 69% instead for operations above a certain threshold). Financial institutions 
increasingly consider the circular economy as a strategic investment, as shown by the 5 billion euros 
platform for the circular economy created by Intesa San Paolo in 2019 and by the investments in 
social circular projects made by Banca Etica   
  
Impact    
The analysis showed available skills, strategic objectives, ongoing initiatives, obstacles and 
development opportunities which help definining future strategies and innovation policies with 
impacts on economic and social development towards circular and sustainable models. Two sectors 
have been identified by the working group as main target for future initiatives concerning the circular 
economy: the plastic (including packaging) and the textile sectors. Also, special attention will be paid 
to the upgrading of the learning pathways to support the transition at any level of qualifications (i.e. 
Higher Degree courses or Vocational Educational Training).    
At European level, the Circular Economy  Finance  Support  Platform will  continue  to  offer  guidance  
to  project promoters on circular incentives, capacity building and financial risk management.    
  
Transferability    
The transferability has been tested through the piloting activities designed by the project 
REINWASTE, financed under the framework of the INTERREG MED programme. These activities 
showed that the proposed model can be easily transferred to other contexts, thematic focuses and 
industrial sectors.     
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