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Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR)
has been a cornerstone of EU waste and
circular economy policy for more than
three decades. It is central to achieving EU
objectives on waste prevention,
high‑quality recycling, circular product
design, and the polluter pays principle.
Yet despite its widespread application,
the performance and governance of EPR
schemes vary significantly across Member
States. These inconsistencies limit value
for money, undermine environmental
outcomes, and distort competition within
the internal market.

Reloop’s April 2026 briefing Reforming EPR through the
Circular Economy Act demonstrates that these
shortcomings are systemic rather than sector‑specific.
While packaging EPR is used as a primary example, the
governance challenges identified apply broadly across EPR
schemes. Guidance alone has proven insufficient. The
forthcoming Circular Economy Act (CEA) offers a critical
opportunity to strengthen and clarify EU‑level

governance requirements, supported by targeted
amendments to the Waste Framework Directive (WFD)
and implementing acts.

This position paper calls for a focused governance reform
agenda centred on four mutually reinforcing pillars:
transparency, monitoring, audits, and penalties.
Strengthening these elements together is essential to
ensure EPR systems deliver credible environmental
outcomes, fair cost allocation, and a functioning internal
market.

The case for stronger
EU-level EPR
governance
EPR schemes are designed to internalise waste
management costs and create incentives for better product
design and resource efficiency. However, uneven
governance undermines these objectives. In many Member
States, unclear cost structures, weak oversight, and
ineffective enforcement allow freeriding and inefficiencies
to persist, shifting costs onto compliant producers and
public authorities.
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The problem is not insufficient ambition, but insufficient
implementation. While the WFD establishes key principles
for EPR, it leaves significant discretion to Member States in
how these principles are applied. This has resulted in
fragmented approaches that weaken accountability and
reduce trust in EPR systems. As EPR expands to cover
additional product streams and plays a growing role in
industrial and circular economy policy, these weaknesses
become more consequential. The Circular Economy Act
represents a timely and necessary moment to address these
governance gaps. Rather than harmonising fee levels or
system design, the focus should be on establishing
consistent conditions for transparency, oversight, and
enforcement across the EU.

Core governance
pillars for effective
EPR
Transparency in cost-
calculation and fee setting
Transparency is the foundation of effective EPR
governance. Yet many Producer Responsibility
Organisations (PROs) do not publish clear and accessible
information on how fees are calculated or how revenues are
used, despite existing legal requirements. This lack of
transparency limits regulatory oversight, raises concerns
about cross‑subsidisation between materials or producer
groups, and undermines confidence that the polluter pays
principle is being respected. The CEA should therefore
introduce minimum, enforceable transparency
requirements, including standardised disclosure of cost
methodologies, fee‑setting principles, and the allocation of
EPR revenues. These measures would strengthen
accountability without constraining national system design.

Monitoring and enforcement
frameworks
Current monitoring frameworks vary widely across Member
States, ranging from robust, centralised oversight to
reactive or under‑resourced approaches. Weak monitoring
limits the detection of non‑compliance, particularly in
relation to distance sellers and cross‑border activity, and
undermines equal enforcement conditions within the
internal market. Minimum EU‑level expectations for
systematic, risk‑based monitoring are needed. Competent
authorities must have adequate powers, resources, and
access to data to proactively verify compliance rather than
relying predominantly on self‑reporting.

Audit requirements

Independent audits provide assurance that EPR systems are
functioning as intended. While the WFD requires
appropriate control mechanisms supported by regular
independent audits, the absence of clarified EU standards
has resulted in fragmented audit practices. In many cases,
audits focus narrowly on financial accounts and do not
adequately verify reporting data or operational
performance. The CEA should clarify minimum audit
requirements, including audit scope, independence, and the
systematic use of audit findings by competent authorities.
Robust audits are essential to support monitoring,
enforcement, and informed policy decisions.

Penalties
Penalties are effective only if they deter non‑compliance. In
several Member States, penalties for failing to register,
report, or pay fees do not outweigh the economic benefit of
non‑compliance, making freeriding a rational business
strategy. Inconsistent penalty regimes further distort
competition and disadvantage compliant producers. The
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CEA should set clear expectations that penalties must be
dissuasive, proportionate, and consistently applied,
including for distance sellers. While enforcement remains a
national competence, EU‑level minimum requirements are
necessary to protect the integrity of EPR systems and the
internal market.

Recommendations
for the Circular
Economy Act

EPR remains one of the EU’s most
powerful tools for advancing a
circular economy. However, its
effectiveness depends on strong,
coherent governance. Transparency
enables oversight, monitoring detects
non‑compliance, audits provide
assurance, and penalties ensure
compliance. Weakness in any one
element undermines the entire
system.

In order to ensure that EPR systems are fair, effective and fit
for the next phase of Europe’s circular transition, 
Reloop recommends that the Circular Economy Act:

Clarifies and strengthens governance‑related
provisions of the Waste Framework Directive through
targeted amendments and implementing acts

Establishes minimum EU‑level requirements for EPR
transparency, monitoring, audit, and penalty
frameworks

Improves consistency and comparability of EPR
governance across Member States without
harmonising fee levels or system models

Ensures EPR systems deliver value for money, credible
environmental outcomes, and fair competition

By addressing governance gaps rather than redesigning
EPR systems, the CEA can significantly improve
performance while respecting national competencies.
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