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ABSTRACT:

This paper explores the potential of waste-to-wealth economies initiatives within the circular economy
framework to promote environmental sustainability and reduce socio-economic inequalities. It
highlights how traditional linear economic models contribute to resource depletion and pollution,
disproportionately impacting marginalized communities. By transforming waste into valuable
resources, waste-to-wealth strategies can generate new economic opportunities, improve
environmental conditions, and foster social inclusion for undersetved populations. The paper
introduces a conceptual framework linking circular economy principles with resource and social justice
to ensure equitable access and benefit-sharing. It also examines challenges such as power imbalances,
technological gaps, market barriers, and fragmented policies that may hinder inclusive implementation.
Ultimately, the study emphasizes the need for coherent, justice-oriented policies and community
engagement to realize a circular economy that supports both sustainable development and social
equity.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, urgent issues like the depletion of natural resources,
environmental pollution, and climate change have driven many economies to seek
strategies that can harmonize economic growth with environmental sustainability
(Dumitrescu-popa et al., 2024). A solution that is often suggested is to change the way our
economy works by moving away from the traditional linear model, where products are
made, used, and then thrown away, towards a circular economy.

However, the circular economy faces numerous challenges, particularly in relation
to income inequality. Limited financial resources and inadequate infrastructure can restrict
low-income communities from engaging in circular practices like recycling, repairing, and
reusing products. Therefore, funding mechanisms and public-private partnerships (PPPs)
are needed to encourage inclusive participation in circular economy initiatives, especially
for low-income communities (Sustainability Directory, 2025). Financial support and PPPs
can help low-income communities join waste-to-wealth initiatives by reducing entry
barriers, offering training and resources, and ensuring the benefits of circular practices are
shared more equally (Alhosani, 2025). Employing tools like investment and coupled with
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the creation of innovation in circular economy initiatives can have a positive impact;
however, the growth and expansion of innovative solutions focused on enhancing
resource efficiency and minimizing waste may be constrained by limited access to capital
and resources (Lehmann et al., 2022).

Waste is often perceived as an unwanted by product of consumption, but it can
also be a valuable resoutce. The transitioning from a linear "take-make-dispose” economy
to a circular "waste-to-wealth" economy offers a promising pathway for achieving both
environmental sustainability and social equity (Conlon et al., 2019). However, this must be
supported by a proper waste management system. The importance of waste management
systems must not be underestimated, especially considering their unequal effects on
marginalized communities, which frequently suffer the most from waste disposal and
related environmental risks. Inadequate access to proper waste management infrastructure
can worsen pollution and environmental damage in low-income areas (Agamuthu & Babel,
2023).

The waste-to-wealth approach has the potential to create new economic
opportunities, particularly for marginalized communities. By engaging in activities such as
upcycling, material recovery, or creating small-scale enterprises around waste-derived
products, these communities can generate income and build more sustainable livelihoods.
This shift not only contributes to environmental sustainability by reducing the volume of
waste but also supports social inclusion and economic empowerment by integrating
underrepresented groups into the value chain.

In this study, we introduce a conceptual framework that elucidates the potential
of waste-to-wealth initiatives to reduce inequality by creating economic opportunities for
marginalized communities, promoting social inclusion, and fostering sustainable
livelihoods.

2. Conceptual Foundations
2.1 Circular Economy and Resource Justice

The waste-to-wealth concept is inherently linked to the principles of the circular
economy, which secks to minimize waste and maximize resource utilization (Dinda, 2020).
However, a truly just circular economy must also address issues of resource justice,
ensuring that the benefits and burdens of resource management are distributed equitably
(Dombi et al., 2023). The core concept of the circular economy (CE) is to minimize waste
and prolong the lifespan of materials while maintaining their value. This can be achieved,
for instance, by repurposing by-products from one economic activity as inputs for another
(Lehmann et al., 2022). CE is rooted in the principle of efficiency and seeks to lower raw
material consumption and reduce pollution. Current development trends are increasingly
aligned with the principles of the circular economy (CE), but these efforts are often
hindered by long-standing societal norms (Skare et al., 2024).

Resource justice is the principle that all people should have fair access to natural
resources, such as land, water, energy, and raw materials, and that the benefits and burdens
of resource use should be equitably shared across societies, regions, and generations
(Marin, 2025). Justice requires careful consideration of the evolving demand for raw
materials used across various sectors, including those involved in consumption, energy
production, storage, distribution, and many more (Carley & Konisky, 2020; Wang et al.,
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2020). As communities undergo significant transitions—such as shifts toward more
sustainable systems—issues of justice, including distributional, procedural, and social
dimensions, must be integrated from the outset of identifying and defining challenges,
rather than being addressed only during the development of solutions or response
strategies (Anguelovski et al., 2016; Eriksen et al., 2021).

The circular economy and resource justice are closely interconnected. While the
circular economy focuses on reducing waste and making the most efficient use of
resources—moving beyond the conventional linear model of extraction, production, and
disposal—this approach alone does not ensure fairness. Resource justice emphasizes the
need for equitable sharing of both the advantages and the responsibilities that come with
managing resources.

2.2 Social Justice and Livelihood Frameworks

A circular economy aims to design out waste and keep materials in use for as long
as possible, reducing the need for new resource extraction and minimizing environmental
impacts. However, transitioning to a circular model must also address questions of
resource justice—ensuring that the benefits and burdens of material use, recovery, and
disposal are shared fairly across regions, communities, and generations.

This is where social justice becomes essential. Social justice expands the focus
beyond materials to include issues of power, voice, rights, and equity. It ensures that
marginalized or historically disadvantaged groups are not excluded from decision-making
processes or disproportionately harmed by transitions, such as shifts in labor markets or
land use. Without integrating social justice, circular strategies risk reinforcing existing
inequalities, such as exploitative labor in recycling industries or uneven access to clean
technologies (Cerchione et al., 2025).

In essence, the circular economy provides the strategies, while resource justice
and social justice provide the ethical and moral compass to ensure that the implementation
of circular economy principles leads to a more equitable and sustainable world (Cheshire,
2019). Without a focus on resource and social justice, circular economy initiatives may
inadvertently reinforce existing inequalities or create new ones (Amorim de Oliveira, 2021).

A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets, and activities required for a means
of living (Serrat, 2017). In the context of waste-to-wealth initiatives, livelihood frameworks
are used to assess how these initiatives can improve the livelihoods of waste pickers and
other individuals involved in the waste management sector (Sesay & Fang, 2025). By
understanding their assets, vulnerabilities, and the policy environment, it's possible to
design interventions that promote sustainable and equitable livelihood outcomes.

2.3 A Conceptual Framework for Waste-to-Wealth Economies and Inequality
Reduction

A conceptual framework for waste-to-wealth and inequality reduction focuses on
transforming waste into valuable resources, promoting a circular economy, and creating
economic opportunities that benefit marginalized communities. The framework proposes
through several interconnected mechanisms, as shown as Figure 1:
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Figure 1: A conceptual framework for waste-to-wealtl economies and inequality reduction

2.3.1 Economic Empowerment

Waste-to-wealth strategies create new livelihoods and employment opportunities
by transforming waste into valuable products, particularly in areas such as food waste
management. These initiatives not only reduce production costs but also open up
economic opportunities for communities that have historically lacked access to such
resources (Vladimirova, 2016). By supporting circular economy business models, such as
recycling, product life-extension, and sharing platforms, these approaches enable more
inclusive participation in economic growth and promote sustainable development.

2.3.2 Environmental Justice

Waste-to-wealth approaches help reduce environmental hazards by diverting
waste away from landfills and incineration, leading to improved health and environmental
conditions, especially for vulnerable communities (Zhang et al., 2023). Bridging the gap in
waste management technologies and practices between different regions is essential to
ensure equitable access to these environmental benefits (Kalina, 2020). Additionally, these
strategies play a role in mitigating the impacts of climate change, which tend to
disproportionately affect poor and marginalized populations.

2.3.3 Social Inclusion and Community Development

Successful waste-to-wealth initiatives often prioritize the active participation of
marginalized and low-income communities by equipping them with skills, creating
employment opportunities, and integrating them into newly developed value chains
(Kalkanis et al., 2022). This inclusive approach not only helps individuals secure a stable
income but also fosters a sense of ownership and empowerment within the community.
Community-based waste management systems, in particular, play a crucial role in driving
local development by improving sanitation, reducing environmental risks, and enhancing
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the overall quality of life. Moreover, such initiatives can help bridge social divides by
promoting collaboration, reducing social exclusion, and strengthening community ties
(Vladimirova, 2016). When communities are meaningfully involved in circular economy
efforts, the benefits extend beyond economic gains to include stronger social networks
and more resilient, self-reliant local economies.

3. Challenges, Considerations and Insight
3.1 The Challenges

Waste-to-wealth economies initiatives contribute to addressing socio-economic
inequality by converting waste into valuable resources that generate employment and
income, particularly for marginalized and low-income populations. These initiatives offer
pathways for social and economic inclusion by integrating individuals who are often
excluded from the formal labor market into sustainable value chains. Furthermore, by
improving environmental conditions in underserved communities and enhancing access
to livelihood opportunities, waste-to-wealth strategies play a vital role in promoting equity
and fostering more inclusive and resilient development.

Waste-to-Wealth
economies initiatives

Power dynamics

Technological access

Market development

Policy coherence

Inequality reduction

Figure 2: The challenges — waste-to-wealth economies initiatives for inequality reduction

Despite the potential benefits, implementing waste-to-wealth initiatives as a
means of reducing inequality faces several challenges, shown at Figure 2:
1. Power dynamics

Existing social and economic inequalities may be aggravated if waste-to-wealth
initiatives are dominated by powerful stakeholders, thereby marginalizing vulnerable
communities from both decision-making processes and the distribution of benefits
(Kalina, 2020). The concentration of control within elite groups can undermine the
inclusive potential of such projects, limiting opportunities for equitable patticipation and
resource access. Without intentional and well-designed interventions to address these

Published by ECSDEV, Viadei Fiori, 34, 00172, Rome, Italy http://ecsdev.org



NH. Mohd Salleh ez al. 911

power imbalances, waste-to-wealth strategies risk perpetuating or even intensifying
structural inequalities, counteracting their goals of promoting social equity and sustainable
development. Therefore, regulatory policies are crucial for promoting the initiatives
(Chenavaz & Dimitrov, 2024), as it is essential to emphasize the development of economic
policies and regulations that not only offer incentives to stakeholders but also promote the
cultural and behavioral shifts required for a sustainable transition. Policy frameworks must
be formulated through an integrated approach that reconciles multiple stakeholder
interests while allowing for flexible governance to manage the complex challenges
involved in carrying out the initiatives (Upadhyay et al., 2021; Zhu et al., 2018).
2. Technological access

There is a significant gap in access to waste management technologies between
regions across the world, which limits the ability of less developed regions to fully
participate in or benefit from waste-to-wealth programs (Kalina, 2020; Xu et al., 2019).
Technological barriers often prevent local communities from adopting advanced waste
restraint methods, thereby restricting job creation and reducing economic opportunities in
these areas.
3. Market development

Developing markets for products derived from waste is essential for the success
of waste-to-wealth initiatives; however, this process is often slow and faces resistance due
to a lack of consumer awareness and underdeveloped supply chains (Xu et al., 2019). To
overcome these challenges, social enterprise and education play a crucial role in shifting
public perceptions and fostering the creation of viable markets for waste-derived products
(Fuschi et al., 2021).
4. Policy coherence

Fragmented or inconsistent policies can significantly undermine waste-to-wealth
efforts by creating barriers to scaling up successful models and perpetuating existing social
and economic inequalities (Kalina, 2020). In the absence of cohesive regulations,
marginalized communities are excluded from decision-making processes and denied access
to the benefits generated by circular economy initiatives. This discontinuous approach not
only hampers stakeholder coordination and investment but also deepens dispatities in who
can participate in, and profit from, waste-to-wealth innovations. To overcome these
challenges, effective and inclusive policy frameworks are essential—not only to support
innovation and technological advancement in waste management but also to ensure that
the transition to sustainable systems is just and equitable (Kalina, 2020; Kocak & Baglitas,
2022). Such policies should aim to integrate waste management into broader social,
economic, and environmental development strategies, promoting inclusive growth,
empowering vulnerable groups, and fostering long-term sustainability.

3.2 Considerations and Insight

Waste-to-wealth economic initiatives are at the key point of the circular economy,
a system that seeks to eliminate waste through the sustainable use of resources. These
Initiatives open up significant economic opportunities by reusing valuable materials,
reducing production costs, and minimizing environmental impacts. Municipal and
industrial waste streams can be transformed into commodities with real market value,
supporting local and national economies. In doing so, they help reduce environmental
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pollution, reduce the demand for new raw materials, and create new opportunities for
economic growth, including the development of green jobs and sustainable industries
(Sarpong & Alarussi, 2022).

For these initiatives to be effective and sustainable, several key factors must be
considered. Technological innovation is essential to improve waste processing efficiency
and develop scalable solutions that can handle complex waste streams. A strong policy
framework is also needed to provide regulations, incentives, and accountability
mechanisms, such as extended producer responsibility and landfill reduction targets
(Chenavaz & Dimitrov, 2024).

In addition, stakeholder engagement is essential, requiring coordination between
governments, businesses, communities, and informal sector workers who often play a
critical role in waste collection and sorting. Finally, public awareness and education are
essential to foster a culture of responsible consumption and waste management
(Jongsuksomsakul, 2024). Together, these elements ensure that waste-to-wealth strategies
can make meaningful contributions to environmental sustainability, economic
development and social inclusion.

4. Conclusion

The transition from a linear economy to a circular, waste-to-wealth economies
initiatives offers significant opportunities to address environmental sustainability while
tackling social and economic inequalities. By turning waste into valuable resources, such
initiatives can create new livelihoods, improve environmental conditions in marginalized
communities, and promote inclusive development. However, realizing this potential
requires more than just innovation, it demands equitable access to resources, fair
participation in decision-making, and strong, coherent policy frameworks that prioritize
both social and environmental justice. Without addressing power imbalances,
technological gaps, and market challenges, waste-to-wealth strategies risk reinforcing the
very inequalities they aim to reduce. A just and inclusive circular economy must therefore
integrate principles of resources and social justice to ensure that all communities, not just
a few people who have privileges, can benefit from a more sustainable and equitable future.
However, future research should examine how fair access and participation are ensured in
various settings, with cross-country comparisons helping to identify the most effective
legal and institutional reforms for implementing circular economy principles. Additionally,
it is recommended that the framework be compared with similar models and supported
by recent empirical evidence to assess its strengths and weaknesses, thereby enhancing its
relevance for both academic and practical applications.
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