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This report suggests an indicative pattern of needs 
of Western Balkan countries in Public Governance, 
Research and Innovation and Business. It may 
serve for strategic impact-driven portfolio 
planning of support actors and decision-makers.

This research is a result of the multi-year, cross-regional Circular Economy 
Balkan Beacons project, which is supported by EIT Climate KIC.

The purpose of this research was to assess the needs of the public/local 
authorities, business and education/innovation sector for the successful 
implementation of circular economy strategies in the Western Balkan 
countries, through measuring awareness, knowledge, and �nancial 
allocations and de�ning t he g aps w hich n eed t o b e b ridged. T hrough a  
detailed analysis of the research results, we can compare the situation and 
the possibility of implementing a circular economy in these three 
countries, and predict future activities.

The survey was conducted in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and 
Montenegro. The research was carried out by the Center for the Circular 
Economy CirEkon from Serbia together with the Regional Education and 
Information Center for Sustainable Development in South-East Europe 
(REIC) from Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Ministry of Science and 
Technological Development of Montenegro together with the Chamber 
of Economy of Montenegro, which were in charge of distributing and 
promoting the questionnaires.

CirEkon, as the leader of the Circular Economy Balkan Beacons Project, 
supported by EIT Climate-KIC, the EU’s main climate innovation initiative, 
together with partners from Bulgaria, Greece, Romania, Germany, 
Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herzegovina tends to enable eco-systems 

for the �ourishing development of the circular economy in this part of 
Europe. 

To succeed in that, it is necessary to de�ne the real problems in the 
countries of the region towards the successful implementation of the 
circular economy. 
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Circular public governance—The 
foundation of circular development

In November 2020, Serbia accepted the conditions of the European Union 
by signing the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans for linking the 
European Green Deal with the strategic development of the region. To 
de�ne the goals and next steps towards the transition to a circular 
economy, the document Roadmap for circular economy in Serbia was 
developed. The Industrial Policy Strategy of the Republic of Serbia 
(2021-2030) represents the main pillar of the development of a modern 
economy driven by circular and high value principles in Serbia, 
emphasizing the following: promoting circular economy, encouraging 
investment in circular and low-carbon solutions as growth drivers, 
encouraging more e�cient use of material resources and energy 
e�ciency in industrial processes. 

Regarding the CE marking of consumer goods, several laws, by-laws and 
regulations have been adopted in Serbia which determine the Serbian 
mark of conformity, end-of-waste and by-product de�nition. However, 
the Serbian mark of conformity is of a lower rank according to the criteria 
of the CE European mark in terms of meeting the following conditions: a 
product designed and manufactured in accordance with health, safety 
and other directives of the European Union that are relevant to that 
product and which provide for the a�xing of the CE mark to it, and an 
appropriate conformity assessment performed.

Although Montenegro doesn’t yet have de�ned circular economy 
policies, it has been noted that the public system of this country is making 
e�orts to enable the development of eco-sustainable business, especially 
after developing the Smart Specialization Strategy of Montenegro for the 
period of 2019-2024, and the development of the CE Roadmap for 
Montenegro. 

B&H still does not have an o�cial document recognizing the 
development of the circular economy. Positive developments in this 
direction can be seen in the Implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the 
Sustainable Development Goals in B&H, published in April 2019, which 
emphasizes that the business sector will need to adapt to the SDG 
recommendations. 

Another positive development is the preparation of the CE Roadmap for 
B&H, which is yet to be �nished and published. This shall enable a 
transition to a sustainable eco-business in the near future. In such a 
decentralized country with di�erent levels of government and 
responsibilities, the process of law adoption and di�erent regulations is 
often very complex. The competencies and responsibilities of ministries 
are intertwined and often, as ministry representatives initiate and prepare 
changes to legislation, such a proposal must go through the approval of 
other ministries. Until it reaches the Parliamentary Assembly for 
acceptance, any proposed law often undergoes lengthy administrative 
procedures. The CE roadmap is under development in B&H, and should be 
published during the year of 2022.
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Main barriers to implementing 
circular economy in Western Balkan countries

 
Despite the di�erent policy situations in all the countries, main barriers to 
implementing the circular economy are: 
• lack of knowledge and skills
• unawareness of perceivable bene�ts
• lack of experience of where and how to start
• lack of multidisciplinary professions and skills 

All these barriers are mapped out in the Figures 1 and 2.
To overcome this problem, the CE Beacons team created a model for 
building the capacity of state representatives in Serbia, Montenegro, and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, along with comprehensive forms of knowledge 
transfer in the circular economy. The most perceivable educational 
models for this target group based on the research would be live training 
modules and interactive workshops in both Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Serbia, and study visits in Montenegro. 
As a direct response to the needs, the project had designed the systemic 
approach to building capacities for the cities, as well as the Systemic 
Innovation and Circular Economy Agenda planning methodology. This is 
supposed to be used for policy portfolio creation and strategic planning 
of local municipalities.
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Figure 1. 
Barriers to bringing new policies that anticipate circular economy in Western Balkan Countries
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Figure 2. 
Barriers to bringing new policies that anticipate circular economy in Western Balkan Countries: 
cumulative results and future focus areas for CE Beacons
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When it comes to companies' development in the circularity direction, the 
overall impression is that companies in all three countries are aware of the 
bene�ts from the circular model, and they even seem to be able to predict 
which segment of their business will have the most advantage from it. The 
respondents are aware of the challenges and obstacles they will probably 
face in the upcoming period in terms of policies, and that circular 
innovation is one of their priorities in addressing future business 
challenges together with strengthening knowledge and skills to confront 
future market risks (Figures 3 and 4). From the �eld experience, the CE 
Beacons team suggest that the lack of policies unlocking return loops of 
secondary materials, new materials and new business models will present 
a signi�cant obstacle to a higher circular market value creation. 

On the other hand, there is a low level of awareness of the need to change 
a product design and that there is a possibility of shortening the 
international supply chain due to the impact of green and circular 
procurement. Since the business sector in Montenegro consists mainly of 
the business services sector with a focus on tourism, while in Serbia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina the agricultural sector and manufacturing are 
predominant, the suggestion is that Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
present options with more material-focused optimization for the 
implementation of circular business models, with a higher potential to 

close the loops of products and components, whereas all three countries 
have a decent opportunity to reduce pollution and littering in the energy 
sector, building, HORECA and service sectors. 

Regardless of the lack of policies and inconsistency of regulation on a 
national level in general, which can slow down the implementation 
process, there seems to be a high potential of incentivizing a bottom-up 
development through innovative and innovation gauged policy changes 
in Serbia as well as Bosnia and Herzegovina. Bearing in mind that Serbia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro, together with other Balkan 
countries, are the countries with a medium to low potential of (eco) 
innovation and rather constrained market sizes, the circular changes are 
expected to have greater impact on the macro-regional scope. Therefore, 
synergetic cross-border initiatives, projects and programmes will be of a 
crucial importance for a healthy circular innovation-driven market 
development. 
 
It is also noted that the entry point in communication with companies and 
in creating business interests is “cost reduction”, because there is 
currently a lack of prominent national subsidies for eco-business 
development.
In all the countries, the main barriers to implementing circular economy in 
the business sector are recognized to be: (the lack of) new business 
opportunities through CE innovation, lack of knowledge and skills, and 
new policies and regulations.

Circular companies—
A powerhouse of development
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Figure 3. 
Biggest challenges in future development of companies in Western Balkans: (a) Serbia; (b) Montenegro; (c) Bosnia and Herzegovina
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Figure 3. 
Biggest challenges in future development of companies in Western Balkans: (a) Serbia; (b) Montenegro; (c) Bosnia and Herzegovina
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Figure 4. 
Biggest challenges in future development of companies in Western Balkans
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Education/innovation centers—Wings 
of the circular economy

When it comes to the education/innovation sector, universities and 
innovation centers can play a fundamental role in the development and 
achievement of the circular economy. Universities are necessary to 
contribute from all their areas of work, teaching, research, the transfer of 
research results, piloting technologies and methods, etc. By combining 
and analyzing data from this part of the research, it is emphasized that 
representatives of the education/innovation sector in those three 
countries have a solid knowledge about basic principles of the circular 
economy, and the average level of awareness on the importance of 
introducing those principles in the education system in general. Namely, 
since there is no incentive from the government to introduce this type of 
education in formal higher education, there are very sporadic programs at 
national universities. 

Private universities create innovative study programs such as, for instance, 
Sustainable Development and Management of SMEs. Formal education is 
often obsolete, and change is encouraged only by prominent individuals 
acting as tugboats (One perception is that these individual actors often 
participated in international projects). However, there are very few 
education program in Serbia that directly tackle the circular economy. It is 
also observed that the trend and the motivation for introduction of the 
circular economy in formal education is present.

When our research was conducted, there was no permanent curriculum or 
major/minor in Circular Economy at the Serbian universities. However, in 
our desk research, three formal education courses were found to cover the 
theory of circularity. There are some bright examples of education 
programs within di�erent EU projects and within di�erent institutions. 
Since the conduction of the research, the Faculty of Organization Sciences 
has started with the master’s module in Circular Economy within the 
master’s program in Organization and Management Consulting, the 
Faculty of Economics at the University of Belgrade and the Belgrade 
Business and Arts Academy of Applied Studies have added the Circular 
Economy module to their portfolio, while the University of Nis has added 
Industrial Ecology to their list of majors/minors.

There are only a few research-innovation centres or institutes that deal 
with circular innovation, and most of the research institutes do not work 
on the projects of circularity (questionnaire-based results). The major 
challenge appears to be cross-sectoral cooperation between private and 
innovation sectors, although there is a tendency for this kind of 
cooperation to grow through various state-supported or international 
projects and initiatives (such as green vouchers, green bonds, etc.). 

Some universities in B&H have their own labs where students together 
with professors research the reuse of materials and, in general, there is a 
capacity for developing innovations towards a circular economy. The 
overall impression is that there exist capacities for innovation and 
research to be carried out in the direction of developing a circular 
ecosystem in B&H. 
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The problem is a lack of cross-sectoral cooperation between the 
innovation sector, private sector, and public sector to promote this type of 
innovation and testing in a business/commercial real-life environment. 

Conversely, from the respondents’ insights and questionnaire results, the 
situation seems slightly better in Montenegro. Several institutions have 
gathered multidisciplinary teams consisting of researchers and business 
representatives. Those centres/institutions are committed to contributing 
to solving societal challenges related to sustainable development 
through research, education and innovation. It was also pointed out that 
there exists a solid cooperation between universities/innovation centres 
and decision-makers, especially in the development of various 
regulations. What is lacking is cross-sectoral cooperation between the 
private and innovation sectors, although there is a tendency for this kind 
of cooperation to grow through various state-supported projects.

The perceived main barriers (Figures 5 and 6) to introducing CE in the 
innovation sector and academia are lack of knowledge and skills, lack of 
knowledge about potential bene�ts, lack of experience and knowledge of 
where and how to start, and lack of governmental support.



Figure 3. 
Barriers to introducing CE in innovation sector and academia in Western Balkan countries
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Figure 4. 
Barriers to introducing CE in innovation sector and academia in Western Balkan countries
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Overall conclusions

The circular economy concept is on the rise in Serbia. On the way of 
accession to European Union, the Serbian government is harmonizing 
regulations, which are partly agitated by the Green Agenda for the 
Western Balkans document. There are several regulations and strategies 
that include circular economy, which need to be implemented and help 
accelerate the transition to a fully circular economy. There is still the need 
to increase practical circular knowledge and raise awareness of the 
bene�ts of the circular economy, in all three sectors as well as among the 
public. 

The circular economy concept is on the rise in Montenegro with a strong 
tendency to grow and develop in the upcoming period. This is mainly 
because public actors—the government and the Chamber of Commerce 
are keen to promote sustainable businesses and also considering the 
development of the CE roadmap for Montenegro. The pandemic seems to 
have accelerated the process of raising awareness of resource 
conservation in a country that depends on the external procurement of 
raw materials. However, the overall impression is that there is still work to 
be done to raise people's awareness of the bene�ts of the circular 
economy, especially in terms of resource conservation and reuse.

The circular economy concept in B&H is still in its early 
stages—Addressing circular economy only with waste management and 

energy e�ciency issues shows that the circular economy concept is still in 
its early stages. Lack of representation of CE in the regulations also 
con�rms this conclusion.

Building the capacity for comprehensive knowledge of all 
stakeholders—the public sector, private sector and academic/innovation 
sector—in this area is crucial for the successful implementation of the 
circular economy in all three countries and the �rst step towards the 
development of sustainable businesses in Serbia, Montenegro and B&H.
Successful implementation of the circular ecosystem requires 
cross-sectoral cooperation between the public sector/policy maker, 
university/innovation sector, and the business sector. Such cooperation 
should be encouraged because it is not currently established. It is also 
necessary to establish the cross-country collaboration and exchange of 
knowledge and successful practices.

Finally, a safe-to-fail environment for experimentation, pilot deployment 
and innovation promotion is necessary in all three areas and in all three 
countries in order for a faster bottom-up development to provide a bu�er 
for policy and regulation development and promote high value, 
commercially viable, modern circular economy market development.

*Separate detailed Needs assessment reports of Serbia, Montenegro and B&H are available 
upon request. 



16 WESTERN BALKAN COUNTRIES ON THE ROAD 
TO THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY

Circular Economy 
Balkan Beacons

CirEkon DOO (Serbia), Cleantech Bulgaria (Bulgaria), Wuppertal Institute 
of Climate, Environment and Energy (Germany), Timis Chamber of 
Commerce, Industry and Agriculture (Romania), Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry of Serbia (Serbia), ATHENA Research and Innovation Center 
in Information, Communication and Knowledge Technologies (Greece), 
Regional Education and Information Center for Sustainable Development 
in South-East Europe (Bosnia and Herzegovina) and Chamber of Economy 
of Montenegro (Montenegro), with the support of EIT Climate KIC, are 
running The Circular Economy Balkan Beacons  or CE Beacons project in 
order to facilitate a true, fair and innovative transformation to circular 
economy in the Western Balkans.

We started this project to establish centers (Beacons) that will trigger 
circular innovation and implementation in business and other enabling 
actors connecting the Balkan peninsula.

CE Beacons is here to aid and accelerate the system transformation 
towards circularity with novel circular economy services for small and 
medium-sized enterprises and cities, by building the capacity of experts in 
related �elds and decision makers. Our main goal is to create a unique 
eco-system that would support innovative thinking and circular economy 

implementation. Additionally, the idea is to organize areas for innovation 
and expertise display, test innovation, and to boost implementation and 
commercialization of circular services and products. In other words, we 
are building an international collaboration platform for circularity.

We are here to help our businesses, cities, experts and innovators take 
advantage of the new market standards by uniting all of us under a single 
voice.

Learn more about CE Beacons and connect with us

https://www.instagram.com/
circular.economy.beacons/

https://www.youtube.com/
@circulareconomybeacons2043

https://www.cognitoforms.com/
CIREKON/ContactCircular
EconomyBalkanBeacons

https://www.linkedin.com/
company/circular-economy-beacons/

https://www.facebook.com/
circulareconomybeacons

https://circular-beacons.net/

https://circular-beacons.net/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/circular-economy-beacons/
https://www.facebook.com/circulareconomybeacons
https://www.instagram.com/circular.economy.beacons/
https://www.youtube.com/@circulareconomybeacons2043
https://www.cognitoforms.com/CIREKON/ContactCircularEconomyBalkanBeacons





