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Rethinking the Principle of Product Life Cycle Responsibility- An analytical framework for
Product Stewardship in waste policy -
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This Thesis investigate the origins, definition and application of Product Stewardship as a principle in
waste policy. This research is necessary because, although Product Stewardship has been applied in some
countries, so far there is not any exclusive and comprehensive research about the origins of the expression, a
concrete definition, and the implications to producers and municipalities arising from its application in waste
management. The actual implementation of such principle has been assessed through a comparative analysis
between policies adopting Product Stewardship and EPR. Based on such analysis, guidelines for policy-makers
have been developed, stating advantages and disadvantages of Product Stewardship.

The expression “Product Stewardship” was used for the first time in 1970s by Dow Chemical. It was a
voluntary program to assess and minimize life cycle impact of chemicals. In the United States, in 1990s,
Product Stewardship started to be applied as a principle in waste policy, proposing that all involved in the
product supply chain should have a shared responsibility to minimize products life cycle impacts.

The definition of Product Stewardship has been based on the locus of the producer responsibility. In
Product Stewardship, producers are responsible for minimizing product’s wasteful materials at the
manufacturing stage. It means that municipalities have full responsibility for end-of-use products. In EPR,
producers are responsible for products at the end-of-life stage. It means that the responsibility for product waste
management is transferred from municipalities to producers.

Based on that definition, Australia and Singapore were identified as countries adopting Product
Stewardship in the waste policy. Since they implemented such principle through voluntary instruments, Brazil
was chosen for a comparative analysis because its waste policy is based on EPR and also implemented via
voluntary instrument.

One remarkable finding is that while in Brazil companies commit to take-back, or buy-back, and give an
adequate final destination to end-of-use products, in Australia and Singapore, they commit to declare measures
to minimize waste at the manufacturing stage. Additionally, different from the others, Australia has the
legislative underpinning to encourage companies to join the voluntary scheme, aiming at avoiding competitive
disadvantages related to free-riders. The monitoring of the Australian Scheme is made by independent audits,
which do not happen neither in Brazil nor in Singapore.

Based on the analysis above, ideally, EPR is the policy principle to be adopted because it breaks the
conventional responsibility status quo on waste management, making producers, not municipalities, respond,
physically or financially, fully or partially, for waste management. However, since EPR rises producers’ strong
opposition, Product Stewardship may be a strategic first step for continuously imposing more stringent
responsibility to producers.

Waste policy must be flexible enough to adjust to new circumstances. If Product Stewardship outcomes do
not represent improvement for the waste management, EPR should be adopted. Certainly, such change will
depend on society readiness and political momentum. Additionally, monitoring is crucial to assess the
outcomes of the waste policy. In this sense, it must be as credible and transparent as possible, and made by
independent auditors. Transparency allows the public to scrutinize the monitoring results and, depending on
the results, pressure for changes in the waste policy. Making monitoring transparent is also important to correct
the lack of democratic control, especially in voluntary schemes.

Although Product Stewardship-based policies may have some efficiency to improve the quality of waste
management, it is likely that such success will not be everlasting. Taxpayers may not accept anymore to bear
alone a municipal service of waste collection and disposal. In such context, producers will be called to assume
a more proactive role. They are in the best position to find solutions on reusing and recycling, which will
significantly contribute to the constitution of a real sound material-cycle society.
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