
The pitfalls of circular 
economy 

& 
considerations for 

regenerative solutions



Circular economyWhat do you know 

about the circular 

economy? What is it 

about?



Have you seen this?



Pitfalls of circular 
economy

Source: How circular is the circular economy? by Kris De Decker



Too complex to recycle

Source: How circular is the circular economy? by Kris De Decker



Hard to reuse/recycle 
energy sources

Source: How circular is the circular economy? by Kris De Decker



Input exceeds output

Source: How circular is the circular economy? by Kris De Decker



User

Supplier

Product

Too complex to recycle

Hard to reuse/recycle 
energy sources

Input exceeds output

Very narrow scope



Too complex to recycle

Hard to reuse/recycle 
energy sources

Input exceeds output Increase your design scope

User

Supplier

Product

What things should we 

consider to increase 

our design scope?



Think about the inputs and 
outputs of your ideas

💡
Extracting 
raw materials 

Production of 
components

Design

Precious metals

Transportation Usage Disposal

Greenhouse gas emissions

Land use Electricity LabourWater

Manufacturing

Excess materialsHeat

Too complex to 
recycle



How could the outputs circulate back and be used in your solution or in other industries?

How could you design for recyclability?

💡
Extracting 
raw materials 

Production of 
components

Design

Precious metals

Transportation Usage Disposal

Fossil fuels

Land use Electricity LabourWater

Manufacturing

Excess materialsHeat



How could you reduce the amount of energy 
needed to produce and operate your solution?

How could you reduce the amount of water 
consumed with your solution?

Hard to reuse/ 
recycle energy 

sources

Input exceeds 
output

Reduce the amount of resources used



Problem:
● Millions of people lack decent and secure 

access to water in Mexico. 
● Pumping water requires enormous amounts of 

electricity. 
● 40% of the water in the system is lost in leaks 

due to old infrastructure
● Mexico City spends more than 10% of its total 

budget pumping water to and around the city. 
● Hidden costs: the poorest people spend up to 

20% of their income on accessing water.



Solution:
● Local system to harvest rainwater
● Education on sustainable practices and 

efficient water use

Secondary impacts
● Reduced Flooding
● Recharging of the Aquifers: reduce the 

pressure on our rivers during the wet season



Impact:
● Installed 9,000 systems, affecting +50,000 people. 
● Address water scarcity (UN SDG 6.4) and strengthening the participation of local 

communities in improving water and sanitation management (UN SDG 6.b)

http://www.sdg6monitoring.org/indicators/target-64/
http://www.sdg6monitoring.org/indicators/target-6b/


Considerations for 
regenerative solutions



Go beyond reducing the negative 

impact to restore, renew, and even 

improve natural and social systems.

Regenerative solutions

Enhancing 
biodiversity

Building soil 
health

Supporting local 
communities

What if you not only improve the access to 
clean water, but support the natural system in 
regenerating and increasing the amount of 
water available at times of drought? 



Reflect on the long-term 
impacts of your ideas

💡

What is the impact of my solution for 
access to clean water in 100 years?

What is the impact for the 7th generation?

What can be the 

impacts of a phone 7 

generations ahead?



Consider who is 
impacted/involved 
in your idea

userHave empathy not only 

with users, but with any 

impacted living being.

What other living being 

could you consider in 

your projects?



Consider who is 
impacted/involved 
in your idea

people living 
in the area

user

sea

city hall

suppliers

people 
building 
supplies

ecosystems 
where 

production 
happens

animals 
living in the 

area

forest

Have empathy not only 

with users, but with any 

impacted living being.



Think in ecosystems, 
not individual solutions

How does you solution for access to clean 
water fit in the ecosystem of your region?



Composting centers Corrutela restaurant

Instituto Feira Livre

DuLocalSupports farmers in 
adopting and certifying in 
regenerative agriculture. 

They make their menu according 
to what the farmers send themIt sells food products without 

pesticides from local 
producers and tells consumers 

the price for the producer.

Food delivery service prepared with 
organic produce from family farmers 
and cooked by female entrepreneurs

São Paulo has 15 composting 
centers, whose compost 

produced is given to farmers



Israeli material science company 
developing compostable and biodegradable 

thermoplastics on a mission to create circular model for 
consumer goods products.



Colour: leftovers 
from an Israeli 
tea manufacturer

Some materials are 
sourced from landfills 
and inadequately 
recycled clothing

Take-back locations 
around the city

What could go wrong 

with this solution?

unintended 

consequences

feel less guilty 

about using stuff and 

throwing it away fast. It 

could have the 

opposite impact. That’s 

balena is doing a 

tel aviv and 

seeing how people 

react?



Source: Julia Watson. Lo—TEK. Design by Radical Indigenism

Practices that are symbiotic with 
nature, created over millennia by 
indigenous people.

Get inspired by indigenous 
& traditional practices

In Australia, the ancestral lands that practice Cultural 
burning or fire stick farming are not as affected by the 
fires around them. They are able to use fire not to 
destroy the forest but to improve the soil and clear 
debris. 



Source: Julia Watson. Lo—TEK. Design by Radical Indigenism

Kolkata’s sewage fed aquaculture system

Problem: Kolkata’s municipality has 
the capacity to treat only 24% of the 
city’s wastewater.



● Domestic sewage is usually free from hazardous 

chemicals harmful to human health

● Microbial populations contained in sewage need 

to be checked regularly

● 12,500 hectares on the eastern 
fringes of the city.

● Provide a living for +50,000 
cultivators and fish traders

Kolkata’s sewage fed aquaculture system

Combination of sewage in the water and 
sunshine broke down the effluent and 
allowed plankton to grow exponentially.

What do you think 

could go wrong with 

this solutio



Lack of regulation to manage:
● Competition for wastewater for the 

aquaculture and agriculture sectors 
● With less water to share between 

the fish farmers, each fish pond 
gets shallower

● Unregulated water goes to fisheries 
with strong smell

Kolkata’s sewage fed aquaculture system



You cannot solve all the 
problems, so prioritize in 
order to find a balance in 
your solution.

What problems will you address in your solution? 
What things you cannot solve and have to live with?



Ideas to take with you

● Reflect on the long-term impacts of your ideas

● Consider the livings beings impacted/ involved in your idea

● Think in ecosystems, not individual solutions

● Get inspired by indigenous and traditional practices

How could you use these principles 
in your work this week?



Improvements
● I took 35 min, could have spoken slower

● Generally liked the content and especially the examples. Ola knew most things but not in depth.

● Chris really liked the talk: right level of information. No  need to make it more engaging

● Could add more engagement with questions throughout the talk (see examples in slides)

● Balena: if they assume people will continue with fast fashion, is this greenwashing?

● In week 1 , students were in the exoplanet, in an environment they could control, where they could design the whole society. In 

week 2, they come back to earth and they are not in control.

○ How to avoid going to the region and telling people what to do? Just assume that the problem is that they are not 

educated? How do we take our responsibility in the problem?

○ Show one example where education is not enough because people dont have the mandate to actually make changes. 

The industries are the guilty ones for example

■ Conclusion: dont go for oversimplified solutions

○ Example of a political intervention

● Next time: how to create regenerative practical solutions: not 

● Yes and, yes but exercise: plan a trip with yes but. Now plan a trip with yes and. What are the differences that you saw in the 2 

rounds?



think of ecosystems, not single solutions

think in longer-term: how does your ideas affect future 

generations?

think of the inputs and outputs needed: resources and 

think how you can create value, regenerate 

copy nature with pride

Personify the people, fauna and flora impacted by your 

projects, the same way you personify users.

Prioritization: you cannot solve everything, it’s a balance. 

Where do you draw the line? No hard truths

Ideas to take with you

● Think about the inputs and outputs of your ideas

● Reflect on the long-term impacts of your ideas

● Personify the people, fauna and flora impacted by your 

ideas, the same way you personify users

● Think in ecosystems, not individual solutions

● Regenerate, & have a positive impact

● You cannot solve all the problems, so prioritize in order to 

find a balance in your solution.



Source: Julia Watson. Lo—TEK. Design by Radical Indigenism



think of ecosystems, not single solutions

think in longer-term: how does your ideas affect future 

generations?

think of the inputs and outputs needed: resources and 

think how you can create value, regenerate 

copy nature with pride

Personify the people, fauna and flora impacted by your 

projects, the same way you personify users.

Prioritization: you cannot solve everything, it’s a balance. 

Where do you draw the line? No hard truths

Ideas to take with you

● Think about the inputs and outputs of your ideas

● Reflect on the long-term impacts of your ideas

● Personify the people, fauna and flora impacted by your 

ideas, the same way you personify users

● Think in ecosystems, not individual solutions

● Regenerate, & have a positive impact

● You cannot solve all the problems, so prioritize in order to 

find a balance in your solution.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BAblFYr0NF0

8% of population lives with 80% of biodiversity

wildfire are a manmade disaster, because we have ancient technology that solves this. they have completely 

destroyed ecosystems. The ancestral lands that practice Cultural burning or fire stick farming they were fine with 

fires around them- Indigenous pyro technology evolved over millenia, has cut down the impacts of these fires by half. 

Aborigenous methods use precisely timed, low intensity fire, they respond to soil types, geology, trees, the breeding 

cycles of animals and flowering cycles from plants. Brazil: Use fire not to destroy the forest but to improve the soil. 

clear debris and introduce 900 plant species around which they build their homes.

The knowledge and practice of fire stick fire, we call TEK (traditrional ecological knowledge). It is passed down to 

generations through mythology. Storytelling is incredibly sophisticated: understanding of land, technology, practice -

all these things together create sophisticated understanding of human’s kind role in the world.

Aborygenees in australia

Tribes believe it is their spiritual purpose to proctect nature.

Low tech innovation: technologies that are symbiotic with nature (created over millenia by tribes) that harness the 

intelligence of the ecosystem

Cascading effect. Calcutta, instead of contaminating its rivers with sewage, they use a sewage fed aquaculture 

system. East calcutta wetlands roughly clean half of the rural sewage that comes out of the city of 15 M people per 

Indigenous practices

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BAblFYr0NF0


mitigate or adapt to climate change?


