
Soňa Jonášová

Circular economy is a system which makes maximum use of resources at our disposal and uses 
them most effectively. While making use of natural resources we need to make sure from the 
very beginning that we produce products which are easy to recycle at the end of their life cy-
cle. And if possible products which will last long, which have a long life cycle  and which are not 
thrown away after being used a couple of times due to their short service life. We need to think 
about this from the very start, already when designing a product. This does not apply only to 
plastic products where we have to decide whether they are meant to be used only once and 
thrown away or over again. 

We need to think the same way also about great conceptual development projects. We need to 
think about how long new buildings are meant to last and what will happen to them at the end 
of their life cycle. For instance, they could be designed so that they could be disassembled and 
not demolished and end up as debris in a waste disposal site. We need to think about recycling 
from the beginning and try to avoid waste in all stages of production - avoid waste of energy, 
waste of water, waste of labour and waste of time. In circular economy we speak about effec-
tive use of resources but resources represent only one part, the other part is production. 

When somebody says “it´s all about recycling” I answer that recycling is a few steps further. If 
we can keep things working as long as possible or if we can repair them, then recycling is on an-
other level.  Naturally, recycling is an energetically demanding process and that is why recycling 
everything that is around us is not the ultimate goal.  Apart from that we try to use resources 
effectively so that we do not have to use unnecessarily large amounts and we try to limit the 
amount of waste on all levels. Simultaneously, we try to provide jobs for people on all levels. In 
this respect we speak about so-called “green jobs”, which represent a fundamental difference 
in comparison to the contemporary system of “extracting, producing and throwing away”.  So as 
soon as an object stops working, we go and have it repaired, refurbished, recycled and we return 
it back into circulation. 

Of course, on these new levels of cirulation new jobs are created. The reason why I am saying 
this is that today we often hear that digitalization and robotization will take away our jobs and 
all these new trends are hostile towards our society and its social aspects. Circular economy is 
based on principles of sustainabile development, which combines economic aspects with en-
vironmental and social aspects. In order to make this understandable, let me mention actual 
projects. 
At present we are working in many towns trying to establish new ReUse centers, which are usu-
ally located in civic amenity sites where the public can dispose of household waste. But people 
can also dispose of things  which they no longer need and somebody else might find them use-
ful – such as pieces of furniture, clothes or household equipment. The ReUse centres can return 
these objects back into circulation and they can often create new jobs. 

This is the way it works abroad – thanks to such concepts people who are normally difficult to 
employ become employable. They collect objects other people no longer need, return them back 
into circulation and earn a little money. However this little amount of money finances their job. 
The people have a job, natural resources are not wasted, there is no need to buy new things and 
at the same time it is financially sustainable and the system does not need to be subsidised. I 
spent some time in Holland and I can say that it works well there. Those are concepts, whose 
three basic pillars are connected and that is why the system works. 



This is what we are aiming at for example in agriculture, in circular economy, so that people get 
adequate money for products they make and so that they have enough space for their own de-
velopment and the development of their businesses, but at the same time, so that they can take 
care of their living environment. 

In our concept of circular economy there are two basic cycles. The first one is the technical cycle, 
in which we try to close the cycles of different anorganic material, such as metal, plastic or glass 
through recycling. The second one is the biological cycle and its basic aspect  or factor is soil be-
cause everything that is alive, the entire biomass comes from soil. Our target is to use the max-
imum amount of unused biomass, which is often wasted, and to return it back into soil. And to 
close cycles of organic materials which are also linked with water cycles because we have also 
started to disrupt them. The same as the system of returning all organic matter into soil, which 
used to be common in farming in the past and used to work quite well. 

Organic matter is very valuable and it often makes me think of the well-known old Czech saying: 
“A really good housewife will jump over the fence for a goose feather.” We have already reached 
the stage when we tend to dope soil the same as if we want to get strong muscles fast. The 
fundamental three factors of production are labour, land and capital, while land plays a really 
important role. We take some pills in order to develop muscles fast and  we do the same with 
soil. We have forgotten that organic matter is not present in soil only to provide nutrients for 
plants but also because it keeps the soil healthy. 
Organic matter is responsible for the health of soil microflora, which is formed by billions of 
organisms which take care of the soil and turn it into an important aspect of life on Earth. This is 
the issue we focus on in circular economy.   

Paradoxically, it is often easier to recycle classical materials, although this does not apply to 
plastic because plastic is a big issue today since it is difficult to enclose its cycle and return it 
back into circulation. However, at present the biggest challenge is nature because we have 
significantly disturbed its balance and we forgot to take care of soil. So if you say that soil is 
an important topic for you, so in circular economy the key topic today is bioeconomics.  It is an 
economy based on the closing of cycles of biomass and all natural substances where soil plays 
an absolutely key role, both in agriculture and forestry. 

Everybody probably knows that today it is rather difficult to provide good conditions for small 
and medium-size farms. The dominating position of large-size farms is also the result of  the 
conditions for the payment of subsidies, which is unique in Europe because subsidies are grant-
ed primarily to owners of large farms. We often cannot even use the word “farm” because enor-
mous fields are managed by enormous companies, farm holdings. This is a common fact and 
even our Members of the European Parliament can see this now. They say that they can see the 
difference between Czech and foreign landscape when they fly to Brussels. 

This is not the fault of our contemporary government, this is the result of a process which lasted 
for at least twenty years -  we have been completely devastating our landscape and we forgot 
about its fundamental functions. Intensive farming is supported and the voice of small or medi-
um-size farms is not much heard. 
Today, hardly any political party represents the rights and needs of farmers or family business-
es. They are an extremely neglected group although they are of great benefit to society. We tend 
to place them at the margin of society and we fight against every increase in food prices.



If each of us could spend some time on a farm, we would realize how difficult it is to take care of 
land properly, without heavy machinery. Intensive farming and our efforts to turn nature into a 
“dairy cow” will bring us to a stage when we shall subsidize agriculture in vain. It is very import-
ant to voice what the public wants in time, before the subsidy is about to change. 
For instance, this happened in Holland where the public voiced their opinion  on the role of bees 
in nature or the role of water management. In Holland laws can be changed more effectively 
than in our country. Because here, when an issue reaches our present Prime Minister, very little 
is materialized in the end. It is not a coincidence – it is a generally well-known fact that our 
Prime Minister has a serious conflict of interest concerning subsidies and  moreover, he supplies 
farms with basic agricultural chemicals, which is more or less against his business.

If you are granted a subsidy, you ought to meet certain conditions. Nowadays, subsidies are 
often granted to large companies that do not have to register almost anything, they only rent 
the land and therefore they have no motivation to take care of it. However, I think that more 
and more initiatives are arising here and it is important to speak to land owners. If you own land 
and rent it to farmers who do not take good care of it, you should look at your land as if it was 
an apartment. If you rented out an apartment to somebody who would let it go to rack and ruin, 
you wouldn´t be happy. You would have a number of  measures at hand to avoid this happening. 
Similar measures should be included in every lease agreement. In a lease contract you ought 
to outline terms of renting your land, including the obligation of the lessee to return a certain 
amount of organic matter into the soil, to continually test the quality of the soil and the amount 
of organic matter. 

There is a number of methods which can be used and there are different foundations dealing 
with the protection of soil, such as Nadace Partnerství, that focus on these issues. Owners of 
land should pay more attention to these matters because a large number of farmers do not 
farm on their own land and therefore they are not motivated to take good care of it.  

Perhaps everybody feels there is time for a change and everybody can see that the present sys-
tem is simply unsustainable. That is why it is important to realize what the term “sustainabil-
ity” means. When we speak about sustainability in society, only a few of us can imagine what 
is sustainable and what is not. Personally, I feel that sustainability must include all those three 
aspects. And if we claimed that dumping waste in landfills was sustainable, it would be a lie, 
because we can see that it is a huge waste of material. We must realize that if we dump millions 
of tons of raw materials, so we shall have to find new sources somewhere on the other end of 
the world or perhaps in a nearby mine or quarry. 

Simultaneously, our society, which is under the pressure of lobbyists,  forgets to set the real 
price and value of things. The price for dumping is often given by the fact that recycled materials 
often end up on a dump just because it  is closer that a plant which processes raw materials. 
And when we want to find out why the system is not effective enough, we find out that long-
term storage of waste is a very good business. If you own a waste disposal site you can charge 
money for waste collection and transport and also for storage. It is very easy to run a rubbish 
dump because all the negative externalities, “something on top” which is not negative only for 
the environment, but also for people in the vicinity, is not included in the price. Let me give you 
an example. If a waste disposal site catches on fire (in the Czech Republic there have been 530 
fires), so the costs for extinguishing the fire are paid by the state not the owner of the dump. 
Nobody is responsible. 



A waste disposal site catches on fire due to the production of methane from biowaste, which 
would normally end up in the soil again. When a dump catches on fire an extreme amount of 
water and professional labour is needed, consequently air is polluted and toxic materials pollute 
water. All the related costs are paid by the state. Those are the negative externalities related to 
the storage of waste and expenses which are paid by the public. However, we believe the sys-
tem has to work some way or another and that someone must be in control and things must be 
recorded accurately.  

But the more attention we pay to this topic, the more surprised we are finding out that nobody 
is in control and nobody cares. Biowaste is not where it is supposed to be – back in farmland 
in the form of compost. Instead biowaste is found in places where it causes serious problems. 
Within the framework of our work at the Institute of Circular Economy we always aim at clos-
ing individual cycles. Biowaste is not supposed to end up in rubbish dumps, biowaste should be 
returned back into soil. But there are many obstacles which ought to be identified. 
The first economic aspect is related to cheap dumps – processing one ton of biowaste is often 
just a little more expensive than dumping it in a cheap waste disposal site or landfill. The second 
aspect is related to the fact that farmers are not often motivated to processing biowaste and 
returning it into the soil.    

There is a number of things which could be changed in our society. Let me give you an example. 
Farmers are paid by a hectare. This is one of the basic subsidy impulses for them to take good 
care of the soil. In the beginning subsidies were in fact extra money paid to farmers for work 
with nature, for work with something where you need to maintain non-productive functions. In 
other words not to focus only on what you can get from nature but on how you can take care of 
it. We should maintain biodiversity, quality soil and water cycles. Simply make sure that nature 
provides non-productive functions, this was originally connected with the idea of subsidies per 
hectare. Here we lack the requirement of returning organic matter back into soil. It often pays 
off if a farmer gives the soil a quick injection full of mineral fertilizers which are immediately 
available for the plant during the given season. 

This is similar to using steroids in order to build up muscles fast. But if soil has been in a bad 
condition for a long period of time, during rainfall chemicals will pollute underground water and 
will run off the fields into rivers. Provided the soil is healthy, it will behave like a sponge – it will 
soak up water and nutrients and they will stay available until the plant needs them. Unfortu-
nately, this cannot happen if the soil is in bad condition.   

If we look into history, we shall find out that in the past waste disposal sites used to belong to 
towns because, logically, they were built in places where a lot of waste was produced.  In the 
1990s, however, there huge number of waste disposal sites were privatized and most of them 
became the property of multinational companies. They purchased them from local mayors who 
thought dumps and landfills were not a good business and, moreover, they did not want to 
maintain them. 

This was how towns and villages got under control of large waste management companies. 
These business practices have been recorded and it is clear that most were not fair deals.   They 
are mostly rubbish dumps which are owned in the Czech Republic by multinational companies 
and which earn billions of crowns for managing waste in the above mentioned way. And it is no 
coincidence nor a surprise that these companies are the most active in keeping low prices. 



The main thing is to avoid increasing prices, dumping waste is cheap and there is no need to 
increase the fees. This is exactly what they are trying to do with the waste disposal fee, which 
goes either into the village or town pocket or to the State Environmental Fund of the Czech 
Republic. The money should be used for reconstruction of waste management. The higher the 
waste disposal fees, the less interesting it is. The moment people think waste disposal fees are 
too high, they will hesitate whether to dump their waste at a rubbish dump or whether to send 
it to be recycled. 

Companies dealing with waste disposal do not like this. Apart from collecting waste disposal 
fees, they also get paid for all services related to the maintenance of the rubbish dumps and 
landfills, they have overhead costs, etc and so it is a really interesting business. It is not surpris-
ing that there exists a waste disposal lobby, which is constantly trying, with the help of different 
intrigues, to prolong the time limit that enables to tip in dumps waste which is today easy to 
reuse. I feel this is absolutely unacceptable. Unfortunately, this lobby is very powerful, which 
is apparent nowadays when new laws are being passed. We only wish biowaste could be used 
again in agriculture instead of being dumped in waste disposal sites. 

However, this is not easy to achieve because fees for dumping waste are so ridiculously low. In 
2014 a law was introduced, which bans dumping of biowaste and other recyclable materials by 
the year 2024. But suddenly efforts appeared to postpone the deadline by six years to 2030. I 
find this absolutely incomprehensible because we know only too well that dumps pose serious 
problems, they lack control and numerous affairs are connected with dumps. I knew the system 
was bad but I thought that at least somebody was in control. But now we witness cases, such 
as the one in Čáslav or Hořovice, where members of local councils indignantly point out that 
waste disposal sites do not pay any basic fees and want to know how this is possible. Waste 
disposal companies are simply under no control.  

When we go to a small shop to buy a packet of chewing gum we get a receipt and if we have our 
car serviced or inspected, there is a camera system monitoring every movement. But when you 
bring your waste to a local waste disposal site you are charged by some kind of inaccurate paper 
chart. This is an alarming issue, however, quite common today. When I spoke with people in 
charge of construction and demolition waste they told me that they already had technology for 
recycling and that they could already replace sand and stone. This is also connected with land-
scape because on one hand we extract sand and stone for the building industry but on the other 
hand we do not make use of construction and demolition waste, which we are able to recycle 
nowadays. 

Moreover, we extract natural resources on one hand and create artificial heaps on the other. 
We do not even make use of landfills today, we simply create enormous piles of rubbish. When 
I asked about this I was told that it was cheap to dump waste and that is why it is not worth to 
recycle different materials.  We already know that within five years the construction and demoli-
tion waste management will face a serious crisis and there will be no resources. At the moment 
we still have enough sand and stone, but resource supplies – which is the amount available 
technologically, economically -  are running out. 
Due to droughts and in order to protect underground water it is often banned to set new limits 
of mining and quarrying. Many similar appeals were made by the public and are now coming to-
gether.  I often wonder why we keep wasting all the different materials which should have been 
separated a long ago and returned into those closed cycles wherever possible.



Today we could replace a whole range of primary raw materials by secondary raw materials. 
Supply and demand play an important role: if I want to buy, for instance, a plastic composter 
for my garden, I should insist on buying a composter made of recycled plastic. If I am building a 
house, I should look out for alternatives made of recycled materials. This should also apply to 
public procurements – in construction of buildings, railways, highways. These basic principles 
should also be kept in the management of land owned by the state. The state should function as 
a role model in this respect. It would be an enormous impulse and that is why we are working on 
these issues now.

We do not want to focus only on things that don´t work – on waste disposal sites and the cor-
rupted waste disposal industry. On the contrary, we come up with concrete measures and solu-
tions and we try to show people that it is worth doing not only from the viewpoint of economy, 
but also the environment. We often show people the way things used to work in the past and 
the way they might work today, if we were willing to change our way of thinking a little bit. I 
believe that the reason why we waste so much, stems from the fact that we did not experience 
the time when there was a lack of resources. We do not know their real value and we have no 
idea how much resources remain at our disposal. Therefore we must start thinking about the 
future.

With many natural resources we know what are the actual available reserves. Whenever we 
realize that we are running out of a certain resource, it always becomes a great impulse for sci-
entists, research workers and innovators –  we start looking for new resources, new underwater 
probes and bore holes are done and we find out that there are more and more resources. How-
ever, there is a limited amount of raw materials. For example, we know that the localities pro-
viding cobalt and some other elements which are used in electronics, are extremly instable and 
we cannot consider the methods of extraction ethical. We can close our eyes again and pretend 
we can´t see all this. However, no responsible human being can ignore the mafia-like conditions 
related to the extraction of certain raw materials. We have the resources we need but we do not 
realize the price that was paid for them.

I most probably don´t even know what happened and what made many of us lose their personal 
responsibility. I don´t own any land personally, but I find the fact that we don´t take care of our 
land unacceptable. The next generation will inherit this land and we shall probably have to say: 
“In the nineties this used to be black-coloured soil rich in humus, while that used to be good 
quality brown-coloured soil and everything flourished. But all that you inherited is this infertile, 
barren land.” It is the same as if we had stolen the fortune belonging to the next generation. This 
also applies to companies, farms and the whole society. 

I want my children, my successors to live in a better, more sophisticated and smarter society. 
We are trying to improve this system and the people who come and join us are not enlightened 
individuals but mainly enthusiasts who want to do things in a better way than the way they are 
done today. The system and the life we live nowadays are not bad in many aspects. But the 21st 
century offers incredible possibilities – data from the universe, digitalization, we can observe 
anything in great detail – but, unfortunately, we don´t take advantage of all this. 
  


