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1. SUMMARY OF KEY IDEAS 

It is widely acknowledged that organic waste represents a significant proportion of global material flows, 

originating from municipal, agricultural, and industrial sources. In a linear economic model, these 

biological materials are frequently discarded in landfills, where they generate potent greenhouse gases 

such as methane, or are improperly incinerated, resulting in the loss of valuable nutrients and embedded 

energy. The circular economy paradigm mandates a fundamental shift in the management of these 

resources. By rigidly differentiating between technical and biological cycles, the circular economy dictates 

that organic waste must be treated as a renewable biological nutrient. Through advanced management 

practices such as aerobic composting and anaerobic digestion, these materials can be safely returned to 

the biosphere. This core lesson examines the characteristics of various organic waste streams and critically 

evaluates the biological treatment technologies used to process them. It is demonstrated that returning 

processed nutrients to the soil not only closes the biological material loop but also actively regenerates 

natural capital, improves soil health, and supports sustainable agricultural systems. 

2. LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

Upon successful completion of this module, it is expected that learners will be able to: 

• Identify and categorize the primary sources and characteristics of organic waste streams, 

distinguishing between municipal, agricultural, and industrial generation. 

• Analyze the biochemical mechanisms and operational parameters of aerobic composting and 

anaerobic digestion technologies. 

• Evaluate the environmental and agronomic benefits of applying compost and digestate to soils, 

particularly concerning nutrient cycling and soil restoration. 

• Examine the application of circular economy principles within the agricultural sector, including 

cascading biomass utilization and industrial symbiosis. 

• Design appropriate biological treatment strategies based on the specific composition and volume 

of localized organic waste streams 

 

3. INTRODUCTION 

Within the overarching framework of the circular economy, the management of material flows is strictly 

bifurcated into technical and biological cycles. Technical cycles handle finite abiotic materials, whereas 

biological cycles manage renewable materials that are inherently capable of natural decomposition, such 

as food, timber, and bio-based polymers. The biological cycle is driven by the foundational principle that 

"waste equals food"; the discarded outputs of one system must serve as the vital nutrients for another. 

It has been observed that the contemporary socio-economic metabolism continuously extracts nutrients 

from the soil to produce food and agricultural commodities. However, under linear waste management 
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paradigms, the residual organic matter is typically sequestered in sanitary landfills or open dumpsites. 

This linear trajectory not only depletes terrestrial ecosystems of essential elements like nitrogen, 

phosphorus, and potassium but also creates severe environmental liabilities, including the generation of 

toxic leachates and uncontrolled greenhouse gas emissions. To achieve true sustainability, it is necessary 

to engineer systems that capture organic residues and process them into safe, high-quality amendments. 

This module explores the technological pathways and ecological imperatives for transforming organic 

waste into a regenerative asset for soil ecosystems. 

4. ORGANIC WASTE STREAMS 

Organic waste represents a broad category of biodegradable materials originating from plant and animal 

sources and plays a central role in the biological cycle of the circular economy. It includes food waste, 

agricultural residues, garden and yard waste, wood waste, and the organic fraction of municipal solid 

waste (MSW). The defining characteristic of organic waste is its ability to decompose naturally through 

biological processes driven by microorganisms such as bacteria and fungi. During this process, complex 

organic compounds are broken down into simpler substances, including carbon dioxide, water, and 

nutrient-rich organic matter. This inherent biodegradability distinguishes organic waste from technical 

materials and creates an opportunity to return valuable nutrients back to natural systems, particularly 

soils. 

Organic waste is generated across multiple stages of production, distribution, and consumption systems, 

making it a highly dispersed and heterogeneous waste stream. Within municipal solid waste, organic 

materials often constitute the largest fraction, especially in low- and middle-income countries, where food 

waste and green waste dominate household disposal. A significant portion of organic waste also arises 

before products reach consumers. Pre-consumption waste is generated during agricultural harvesting, 

food processing, retail handling, and food preparation in hospitality sectors. This includes both edible food 

losses and inedible components such as peels, shells, and trimmings. Post-consumption waste, on the 

other hand, consists of leftovers and discarded food at the household or consumer level. In addition, the 

agricultural and industrial sectors generate large volumes of biomass residues, including crop residues like 

straw and husks, animal manure, and by-products from food and beverage industries such as pulp, whey, 

or spent grains. These streams are often concentrated and represent significant opportunities for nutrient 

recovery if properly manage. 

Despite its potential value, organic waste presents several technical and logistical challenges in waste 

management systems. One of the primary issues is its high moisture content, which reduces the efficiency 

of thermal treatment technologies such as incineration by lowering the calorific value of the waste. This 

makes organic waste less suitable for energy recovery through combustion and highlights the need for 

alternative biological treatment methods. Additionally, organic waste is highly putrescible, meaning it 

decomposes rapidly under ambient conditions. This leads to the generation of unpleasant odors, the 
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attraction of insects and rodents, and the potential spread of pathogens if waste is not collected and 

treated promptly(Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1 Main sources of food waste — manufacturing and consumption (Ellen MacArthur Foundation. 

(2013). Towards the circular economy: economic and business rationale for an accelerated transition.) 

Another critical challenge is contamination. When organic waste is mixed with non-biodegradable 

materials such as plastics, metals, or hazardous substances, its potential for recovery is significantly 

reduced. Contaminants can compromise the quality of compost or digestate, making it unsuitable for 

agricultural use and undermining its role in soil regeneration. For this reason, source separation—where 

organic waste is collected separately from other waste streams—is considered a fundamental 

requirement for effective circular management. Proper separation ensures that organic materials can be 

safely processed through composting or anaerobic digestion, enabling the recovery of nutrients and the 

production of valuable outputs such as biofertilizers and biogas. 
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 Up to one-third of all food produced globally is lost or wasted, yet most of this organic 

waste is still disposed of in landfills, where it generates methane—a greenhouse gas over 25 times more 

potent than CO₂. If properly collected and treated, this same waste could be transformed into renewable 

energy and nutrient-rich fertilizers, closing the biological loop of the circular economy. 

5. COMPOSTING AND ANAEROBIC DIGESTION 

The core technologies used to process organic waste are based on harnessing natural microbial 

metabolisms under controlled conditions. These biological processes enable the transformation of organic 

residues into valuable outputs such as soil amendments and renewable energy. The two primary 

technological pathways are aerobic composting and anaerobic digestion, each suited to different types of 

organic waste streams and operational contexts. Both approaches represent key mechanisms within the 

biological cycle of the circular economy, allowing nutrients to be recovered and returned to the biosphere 

rather than lost through disposal. 

Aerobic composting is a biological process in which organic waste is decomposed by microorganisms in 

the presence of oxygen. This process requires careful management of several parameters to ensure 

efficient and stable decomposition, including the carbon-to-nitrogen ratio, moisture content, 

temperature, and aeration. Effective composting relies on a balanced mixture of nitrogen-rich materials, 

such as food waste or fresh plant matter, and carbon-rich structural materials, such as wood chips or dry 

leaves. This combination creates a porous structure that allows oxygen to circulate, which is essential for 

microbial activity. As microorganisms break down organic matter, they generate heat, often raising 

temperatures to levels that sanitize the material by destroying pathogens, weed seeds, and harmful 

bacteria. 

At an industrial scale, composting can be implemented through various technological configurations. 

Windrow systems involve long rows of organic waste that are periodically turned to maintain aeration. 

Static pile systems use forced aeration without mechanical turning, while in-vessel composting systems 

operate in enclosed environments with automated control of temperature, moisture, and airflow. The 

final output of composting is a stabilized, humus-like material that is rich in organic matter and minerals. 

During the process, the mass of the original waste is significantly reduced, and the remaining material can 

be safely applied to soil to improve its quality and fertility. 

Anaerobic digestion, in contrast, is a biological process that occurs in the absence of oxygen. It is 

particularly suitable for wet and homogeneous organic waste streams such as food waste, sewage sludge, 

and animal manure. In sealed reactor systems, known as digesters, communities of anaerobic 

microorganisms break down organic compounds through a series of biochemical stages. Because oxygen 

is not present, the decomposition process produces energy-rich compounds rather than fully oxidizing the 

material. 



 

Page 6 of 11 

 

The outputs of anaerobic digestion are biogas and digestate. Biogas is primarily composed of methane 

and carbon dioxide and can be used as a renewable energy source for heat, electricity, or upgraded into 

biomethane for use in gas grids or transportation. Digestate is a nutrient-rich by-product that retains most 

of the original nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium content of the input material. This makes it a valuable 

substitute for synthetic fertilizers. Anaerobic digestion offers multiple environmental benefits: it prevents 

methane emissions that would otherwise occur in landfills, generates renewable energy, and enables the 

recycling of nutrients back into agricultural systems. As a result, it is increasingly prioritized in waste 

management hierarchies, particularly for wet organic fractions. 

The ultimate goal of processing organic waste within the circular economy is not only waste reduction but 

also the regeneration of natural systems, particularly soil. Intensive agricultural practices associated with 

linear production models have led to the depletion of soil organic matter, nutrient imbalances, and 

reduced water retention capacity. Returning processed organic materials, such as compost and digestate, 

to the soil is a critical strategy for restoring soil health and rebuilding natural capital. 

The application of compost and digestate provides multiple agronomic benefits. From a physical 

perspective, these materials improve soil structure by increasing organic carbon content, which enhances 

porosity, aeration, and water retention. This is particularly important in regions affected by drought or 

soil degradation, as it improves resilience to climate variability. Chemically, compost and digestate supply 

essential macronutrients such as nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium, as well as micronutrients 

necessary for plant growth. Digestate, in particular, offers highly bioavailable nutrients, enabling efficient 

uptake by crops and reducing the need for synthetic fertilizers. 

Biologically, the addition of organic matter stimulates soil microbial activity, creating a more dynamic and 

resilient soil ecosystem. Microorganisms, fungi, and soil fauna contribute to nutrient cycling, improve soil 

fertility, and help suppress plant diseases. This enhances overall ecosystem functioning and supports 

sustainable agricultural productivity. 

 

 Think about your local context or daily life: 

Where does most organic waste go after disposal in your area? 

Do you think it is treated as a valuable resource (e.g., composted or used for energy), or simply discarded? 

What barriers—technical, behavioral, or policy-related—might be preventing a more circular use of 

organic waste? 

 

However, the safe application of compost and digestate requires strict quality control. If the original 

organic waste stream is contaminated with plastics, heavy metals, or hazardous chemicals, these 
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pollutants can be transferred directly into the soil, posing risks to ecosystems and human health. For this 

reason, effective source separation of organic waste is essential, along with stringent standards for 

compost and digestate quality. Ensuring that only clean, uncontaminated organic materials enter 

biological treatment processes is critical for maintaining the integrity of the circular system and 

safeguarding food production and environmental health. 

 

 Choose one type of organic waste (e.g., food waste from households, agricultural 

residues, or market waste) and briefly map its current pathway in a linear system (generation → disposal). 

Then redesign this pathway using circular principles: 

- How could the waste be collected separately? 

- Which treatment method would be most suitable (composting, anaerobic digestion, bioconversion)? 

- How could the outputs (energy, fertilizer, materials) be reused? 

Write 3–5 steps showing the transformation from a linear to a circular flow. 

6. AGRICULTURAL WASTE IN THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY 

Circularity in agricultural systems is fundamentally rooted in the management of biological cycles, as 

agriculture itself depends entirely on the continuous regeneration of soil nutrients, water, and biomass. 

In contrast to linear models that rely heavily on external inputs such as synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, 

and fossil fuels, circular agriculture seeks to close nutrient loops and reduce dependency on finite 

resources. This is achieved through the reintegration of post-harvest residues, organic waste, and by-

products back into the production system. By doing so, agricultural systems can transition from extractive 

practices toward regenerative ones, where soil fertility is maintained or even enhanced over time. This 

approach not only improves environmental sustainability but also increases resilience to resource scarcity 

and climate variability. 

A key strategy within circular agriculture is the cascading use of biomass, which aims to extract the 

maximum possible value from organic materials before they are returned to the environment. Instead of 

directly using agricultural residues for low-value applications such as combustion, biomass can be 

processed through biorefineries. In these systems, advanced technologies are used to fractionate biomass 

into multiple valuable outputs, including bio-based chemicals, biopolymers, biofuels, and specialty 

materials. Only after these high-value components are extracted is the remaining material used for energy 

recovery or soil amendment. This cascading approach significantly increases resource efficiency and 

economic return. Evidence from agro-industrial systems, particularly in regions such as Southeast Asia, 

demonstrates that integrating biorefineries into existing production chains—such as sugarcane or palm 

oil processing—can generate a diverse portfolio of products, including ethanol, organic acids, and 

platform chemicals, thereby transforming agricultural waste into a valuable resource stream. 
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Circularity in agriculture is also strongly supported by the principles of industrial symbiosis, where the 

outputs of one process serve as inputs for another, creating interconnected and resource-efficient 

systems. One of the most illustrative examples of this approach is ecosystem-inspired farming, which 

mimics natural ecological relationships. Traditional systems such as rice-duck-fish farming demonstrate 

how multiple species can coexist in a mutually beneficial cycle: ducks control pests and provide natural 

fertilization, fish contribute to nutrient cycling and water quality, and rice benefits from both processes. 

This integrated system reduces the need for chemical inputs while maintaining high productivity, 

effectively functioning as a closed-loop ecosystem.  

Modern implementations of circular agriculture extend these principles through organized “food-to-food” 

systems. In such systems, organic waste from households, restaurants, or food industries is collected and 

processed into compost or soil amendments using controlled biological methods. These outputs are then 

applied to agricultural land to produce new food, completing a full nutrient cycle from production to 

consumption and back to production. This not only reduces waste but also supports local food systems 

and decreases reliance on external inputs (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Agricultural Value Chain and its Potential Stakeholders 

The diagram illustrates the value chain of food and organic waste systems within a circular economy 

framework, highlighting the interconnected roles of stakeholders from production to waste management. 

It begins with harvesting and farming activities, where farmers and harvesters generate primary biomass 

inputs. These materials then move to food-processing plants, including domestic manufacturers and 

importers, where raw agricultural products are transformed into consumable goods. The next stage 

involves retailers and distributors, such as supermarkets and food stores, which deliver products to end-
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users. After consumption, organic waste enters the waste management phase, where it is collected, 

treated, and processed through recycling, composting, or disposal systems. 

Importantly, the scheme emphasizes the role of regulatory governance, which oversees and shapes all 

stages of the value chain, ensuring alignment with environmental and circular economy objectives. At the 

same time, tangential market players—including logistics providers, waste management companies, and 

supporting industries—facilitate the functioning of the system. Overall, the diagram demonstrates how 

integrating these stages and actors is essential for closing material loops, improving resource efficiency, 

and transforming linear food systems into circular, regenerative ones. 

In addition to these established practices, innovative biological technologies are emerging to enhance the 

efficiency of organic waste conversion. One of the most promising approaches is the use of insects, 

particularly the larvae of the Black Soldier Fly (Hermetia illucens), for bioconversion. These larvae are 

capable of rapidly consuming large quantities of organic waste, significantly reducing its volume while 

converting it into valuable biomass. The harvested larvae can be used as a high-protein feed source for 

livestock, poultry, or aquaculture, offering a sustainable alternative to conventional feed ingredients such 

as soy or fishmeal. The residual material, known as frass, is rich in nutrients and can be applied as an 

organic fertilizer, further contributing to soil health. 

This integrated approach to agriculture—combining nutrient cycling, biomass cascading, symbiotic 

systems, and innovative biotechnologies—demonstrates how circular principles can be applied to 

transform agricultural systems into regenerative, resource-efficient, and resilient production models. 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

It is concluded that the biological cycle is an indispensable component of the circular economy, forming 

the foundation for regenerating natural systems and maintaining long-term resource productivity. The 

linear practice of disposing biodegradable materials in landfills or incinerators represents a systemic 

inefficiency, as it removes valuable nutrients from circulation while simultaneously generating 

environmental externalities such as greenhouse gas emissions, soil degradation, and pollution. When 

organic matter is not returned to the biosphere, agricultural systems become increasingly dependent on 

synthetic inputs, further intensifying ecological pressures. 

By contrast, the proper identification and source-separation of municipal, agricultural, and industrial 

organic waste streams enable the effective use of biological treatment technologies. Processes such as 

aerobic composting and anaerobic digestion allow society to harness natural microbial metabolisms to 

stabilize organic matter, recover renewable energy in the form of biogas, and produce nutrient-rich soil 

amendments. These technologies not only reduce waste volumes but also transform organic residues into 

valuable resources, closing nutrient loops that are otherwise disrupted in linear systems. 

Returning recovered nutrients to the soil is a critical step in restoring degraded land and enhancing 

ecosystem functionality. The application of compost and digestate improves soil structure, increases 
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water retention capacity, and replenishes essential nutrients, thereby reducing the need for synthetic 

fertilizers, which are energy-intensive to produce and often contribute to environmental pollution. This 

regenerative approach strengthens soil resilience, supports biodiversity, and enhances agricultural 

productivity under changing climatic conditions. 

Within the agricultural sector, circular strategies such as cascading biomass use and industrial symbiosis 

further demonstrate how biological resources can be managed efficiently within planetary boundaries. By 

extracting maximum value from biomass before returning it to the soil, and by linking different processes 

into integrated systems, agriculture can transition from an extractive model to a regenerative one. 

Ultimately, rethinking organic waste management as a nutrient recovery and regeneration system—

rather than a disposal problem—is essential for building a sustainable socio-economic metabolism. Such 

a transformation enables the preservation of natural capital, reduces environmental impacts, and 

supports the development of resilient, circular systems that align human activity with ecological limits. 

8. REFERENCES 

van Ewijk, S. and Stegemann, J.A. (2023). An Introduction to Waste Management and Circular Economy. 

London: UCL Press.  

Ellen MacArthur Foundation. (2013). Towards the circular economy: economic and business rationale for 

an accelerated transition.  

Kaza, S., Yao, L., Bhada-Tata, P. and Van Woerden, F. (2018). What a Waste 2.0: A Global Snapshot of Solid 

Waste Management to 2050. Washington, DC: World Bank. https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-1329-0  

European Commission. (2018). A European Strategy for Plastics in a Circular Economy. Brussels. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52018DC0028  

UNEP (United Nations Environment Programme). (2021). Food Waste Index Report 2021. Nairobi: 

https://www.unep.org/resources/report/unep-food-waste-index-report-2021   

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-1329-0
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52018DC0028
https://www.unep.org/resources/report/unep-food-waste-index-report-2021

