


Private equity discovers the circular economy 

Climate protection policy is pushing companies towards a circular economy. Private equity is 
now also jumping on this bandwagon. Financial investors are acquiring and expanding circular 
tech companies. 

Frankfurt, January 07, 2025. Christoph Ruhkamp  

Regulatory requirements such as the EU Emissions Trading Scheme for CO2 reduction are 
increasingly forcing the technology sector towards a circular economy. The boom in the new 
economic sector, which is growing rapidly under the name “circular tech”, is now attracting not 
only device manufacturers, IT companies and software refiners, but also private equity firms, 
which are acquiring individual circular tech companies as a nucleus for expansion and 
developing them through acquisitions. 

Pressure to consolidate 

Most companies that oƯer services in the circular economy are very small. “The sector is 
fragmented and there is considerable pressure to consolidate,” says Sigurd Solheim, circular 
tech expert at investment bank Houlihan Lokey. “In the past, it was mainly strategists who 
bought interesting targets, but now private equity is also starting to appear in the deals because 
there are still interesting acquisition targets and also good buy-and-build potential,” summarizes 
his colleague Jules Wurlod. 

The growing awareness of environmental sustainability, regulatory pressure to use more 
environmentally friendly IT equipment and to dispose of electronic waste are boosting demand 
for circular tech companies that oƯer IT equipment management, IT equipment disposal, trade-
in and re-commerce services. Companies such as Atea, Bechtle and Cancom are active in this 
area. 

Companies are increasingly emphasizing circular economy principles in their strategies. “As a 
result, they are looking for comprehensive solutions to manage their IT assets throughout their 
lifecycle, from procurement to disposal, and are turning to specialist providers for eƯicient and 
ethical management of these resources,” explains investment banker Solheim. 

Advisory mandates 

The investment bank has just advised the German circular tech company TKD Group on the sale 
of a majority stake to the financial investor Deutsche Private Equity. Houlihan Lokey advised the 
green Italian financial investor Ambienta on the takeover of the Dutch DaaS provider The Rent 
Company, which rents IT equipment to schools and students, among others. The investment 
bank advised the private equity firm Norvestor on the sale of its stake in the Swedish IT recycler 
Foxway to the investment company Nordic Capital. 

Repairing instead of disposing 

But that's not all: the impact fund Trill bought Kimbrer Computer: instead of disposing of 
obsolete hardware, the Danish company breathes new life into the components. And the 
financial investor Meridiam acquired the MacBook refurbisher Okamac, which refurbishes and 
resells old devices. 

The German company TKD, based in Langenfeld in the Rhineland, employs more than 100 
people and oƯers corporate customers a full-service platform for the lifecycle management of 
mobile devices that it believes is easy to use and promotes sustainability. This involves contract 



and hardware management, including device rental, provisioning, registration, repair and 
maintenance, as well as customer support over the lifecycle of the devices. This is designed to 
help companies reduce the burden on their IT and administration departments and ensure that 
the focus is on the circular economy and longevity of devices. Customers' employees can order 
end devices - including cell phones - themselves via the company's own software-as-a-service 
platform. 

Impact funds particularly active 

“Device manufacturers are feeling more and more pressure from EU regulations to oƯer 
refurbished devices in their tenders,” reports Wurlod from Houlihan Lokey. “However, they are 
still hesitant to get directly involved in IT device disposal.” Device-as-a-Service (DaaS) or device 
leasing is a preferred option for device manufacturers to retain control of the devices and then 
work with device disposal partners to handle the return of the devices. 

IT leasing providers such as equipment rental company CHG-Meridian from Weingarten in 
Baden-Württemberg or French-Belgian digital service provider Econocom intend to expand their 
capacity to recover the value of used equipment. “However, they are not yet very active in terms 
of M&A,” says investment banker Solheim. “US players are looking at Europe and recognizing 
that the market is more advanced.” This makes these companies targets rather than acquirers. 
The interest of private equity and impact funds for sustainable investments in the circular tech 
market is also increasing. The majority of transactions are being carried out by private equity 
impact funds. 

Broad spectrum 

The spectrum of circular tech markets and business models ranges from the Internet of Things 
(IOT) with permanent monitoring of devices and predictive maintenance driven by artificial 
intelligence to the automated disposal of IT devices with secure data erasure. “Device 
connectivity and tracking enables real-time monitoring of IT assets and ensures optimal 
performance and timely maintenance to extend their lifespan and reduce electronic waste,” 
says investment banker Wurlod, describing the business model around AI-supported computer 
programs for industrial IOT such as IBM Watson, Thingworx or SAP Leonardo. 

The main drivers are legal requirements. In the USA, for example, device manufacturers have 
had to take responsibility for the disposal of devices since 2004. Climate protection agreements 
are also forcing companies worldwide to set themselves net-zero emission targets, for which 
they must reduce emissions in their own production processes. Software is making the circular 
economy ever more eƯicient. For example, it enables the automatic tracking of devices and 
provides real-time insight into their location, status and use. 

Good for green credentials 

Tech giants in particular are placing increasing emphasis on a green image and are acquiring 
their own circular tech specialists through M&A, among other things. Alphabet launched the 
“Google Start-ups for Sustainable Development” program in September 2024. It finances a 
global ecosystem of start-ups committed to sustainable development with consultants, 
financing and platform technology. 

Circular Tech has had a mixed performance on the stock market so far: In the second half of 
2023, the Houlihan Lokey Circular Tech Index for listed circular economy companies 
outperformed the S&P 500. However, in the first nine months of 2024, the gains against the S&P 
500 were eroded and the Houlihan Lokey Circular Tech Index underperformed by 13%. 




