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Abstract

This paper examines the implementation of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) in the European Union as a
governance mechanism for promoting circular economy objectives. It provides an analytical overview of legislative
frameworks, system design considerations, and operational outcomes, drawing on the experiences of EXPRA member
organisations. The discussion highlights the interplay between regulatory mandates, financial responsibility, and material
management, with implications for policy development, compliance, and resource efficiency.

Introduction

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) has emerged as a central governance mechanism in EU waste and circular
economy policy (WFD (EU) 2018/851). EPR reallocates the financial and operational responsibility for product end-of-
life from municipalities to producers, thereby internalising environmental costs and providing economic incentives for
sustainable product design. It is mandated through sector-specific directives, including those addressing packaging, waste
electrical and electronic equipment (WEEE), batteries, and textiles.

Under EPR schemes, producers are obliged to register products placed on the market, finance collection and treatment
infrastructure, and comply with legally binding recovery and recycling targets. Fees are often eco-modulated, reflecting
product design characteristics and recyclability, which aligns financial obligations with environmental performance. By
connecting regulatory obligations to operational responsibilities, EPR functions as a governance instrument that shapes
producer behaviour, infrastructure investment, and material flows.

The revised Waste Framework Directive (WFD) 2018/851 further strengthens EPR by expanding mandatory schemes to
additional product categories and establishing more prescriptive rules for waste management operations. This paper
synthesises key learnings from the implementation of EPR in the EU, drawing on EXPRA’s operational experience and
data from member organisations.

EPR as a Governance Mechanism for Circular Economy. EPR serves as a policy instrument designed to:

e Internalise end-of-life costs, providing incentives for sustainable product design;
o Coordinate stakeholder activities across the value chain, ensuring system-wide economic and environmental
efficiency;
e Enable market development for secondary materials by aligning waste streams with demand for recycled inputs;
e Reduce investment risks by guaranteeing access to waste flows and providing regulatory clarity.
Through these mechanisms, EPR functions not only as an operational tool for waste management but also as a strategic
governance framework that influences market structures, stakeholder behaviour, and material circularity.

Key Determinants of Effective EPR Implementation Analysis of EPR implementation indicates several determinants
for system effectiveness:
e Legislative clarity and robustness: Clear obligations and harmonised requirements across member states reduce
regulatory fragmentation (WFD, 2018/851).
e Functional PRO systems: Efficient intermediary organisations facilitate compliance, operational coordination,
and material recovery.

e Public participation and engagement: Citizen cooperation in separate collection is essential for high-quality
recyclate generation.

e Enforcement and oversight: Monitoring mechanisms ensure compliance, prevent market distortions, and
support policy objectives.

Stakeholder Roles and Interactions . EPR requires explicit delineation of roles among stakeholders:
e Producers: Finance system operation through fees reflecting environmental costs;
e  PROs: Manage collection, sorting, and treatment;
e National/regional authorities: Ensure monitoring, reporting, and enforcement;
e  Municipalities: Collaborate in collection and public communication;
o Citizens: Participate in separate collection;



e  Waste operators and recyclers: Transform materials into secondary resources, supporting circularity.
These relationships illustrate how EPR functions as a governance network, linking policy mandates to operational outcomes
through defined responsibilities and accountability structures.

Policy and System Considerations Across Waste Streams
Harmonisation of EPR frameworks across member states is critical to ensure:

e Alevel playing field within the internal market;

e Effective enforcement and market surveillance;

e Eco-modulated fees incentivising innovation and circular design.
Eco-modulation criteria should be based on standardised definitions and measurable quality indicators, including recycled
content, design for disassembly, and technology availability. These design features highlight the feedback loop between
regulation, producer behaviour, and material circularity.

Core Principles for Effective EPR (EXPRA Perspective)
Effective EPR implementation is predicated on the following principles:

e Integration within a comprehensive policy framework;

e  Clear allocation of stakeholder responsibilities;

e  Not-for-profit governance of PROs;

e Investment in separate collection infrastructure and citizen engagement.
Further considerations include operational transparency, fair fee calculation, oversight of fee utilisation, system
performance monitoring, and alignment of fees with sustainability objectives. These principles underscore the importance
of governance structures in translating regulatory requirements into operational effectiveness.

Golden Rules for EPR as a Policy Instrument. From a policy-analytic perspective, EPR systems are most effective when:
e Roles and responsibilities are explicitly separated,
e  Ownership is limited to obliged producers within the value chain;
e  Governance is not-for-profit;
e  Targets are measurable and verifiable;
e Reporting obligations cover the full product lifecycle;
¢ Financial and material flows are transparent;
o  Full cost coverage reflects end-of-life treatment;
e Fees are modulated according to recyclability and environmental impact;
e Enforcement mechanisms are robust and impartial.

EU Legal Framework and Legislative Developments

Article 8a of the revised Waste Framework Directive (WFD 2018/851) establishes minimum requirements for EPR
schemes, including obligations for target compliance, reporting, cost coverage, transparency, and eco-modulation.
Subsequent legislative developments extend EPR obligations to textiles and footwear, requiring producers to finance
separate collection, sorting, and treatment, with fees adjusted according to sustainability criteria under the Ecodesign for
Sustainable Products Regulation (ESPR). The recast Urban Wastewater Treatment Directive (UWWTD, 2024) introduces
EPR for pharmaceuticals and cosmetics, obliging producers to cover at least 80% of micropollutant removal costs and
100% of administrative costs. This demonstrates the extension of EPR as a governance instrument beyond conventional
waste streams, linking financial responsibility to environmental outcomes.

Conclusions

EPR constitutes a key governance mechanism within EU circular economy policy. Empirical evidence from EXPRA
members indicates that EPR effectiveness depends on robust collection systems, clear institutional roles, transparency in
financial and material flows, and harmonised enforcement. Legislative expansions to textiles, footwear, and
micropollutants illustrate the adaptive capacity of EPR frameworks to address emerging environmental challenges.
Conceptually, EPR represents more than an operational tool; it is a regulatory governance mechanism that aligns producer
responsibility with societal objectives, incentivises circular design, and facilitates system-wide material recovery. Its
progressive application across multiple product categories underscores the necessity for coherent policy frameworks,
standardised methodologies, and evidence-based implementation to achieve measurable circular economy outcomes
(Eurostat, 2023; WFD 2018/851; UWWTD recast 2024).



