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“My mission is to make all products and packaging part of a circular economy.”
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Currently, the earth ecosystem and environmental governance are faced with severe challenges and thus the call for a transition to
a circular economy is growing louder. But how should we develop circular business models? And how should design play a role in
them? Many people are not very clear about this. At the Hong Kong Knowledge of Design Week (KODW) in June, Siem Haffmans,
a circular design expert from the Netherlands, shared his experience in helping companies and designers create circular business
models and circular design.

Siem Haffmans graduated from Technical University of Delft in the Netherlands with a degree in Industrial Design. He has been
engaged in research and development of eco-design, green packaging and circular economy for over 25 years, with a profound
understanding of design, marketing, production, materials and recycling. In 2004, Siem Haffmans became a partner and circular
economy strategic consultant at Partners for Innovation, a leading Dutch sustainable innovation consultancy. Together with his
colleagues, Haffmans is committed to providing circular economy and sustainable innovation consulting services to government
agencies, industry organizations, packaging manufacturers, brand owners and retailers, with most of their projects covering the
entire circular economy value chain, from design and production to recycling. In 2019, Haffmans published Products that Flow, a
book that explores circular business models and design strategies for fast-moving consumer goods.

In addition to his role as circular economy strategic consultant at Partners for Innovation, Siem Haffmans is also a trainer for the
CIRCO circular design course. The CIRCO course is a training programme for companies and designers commissioned by the
Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management in 2015 to Top Sector of the Creative Industry — CLICKNL, the Dutch
Creative industry Knowledge and Innovation Network, with the aim of “creating business through circular design” and executed with
CIRCO Trainers network, as an important instrument of the Dutch government to achieve its objectives for a circular economy.

Over the years, Siem Haffmans, together with many other CIRCO trainers, has provided circular design training and advice to
businesses and designers using the validated and unique CIRCO design thinking and methods. They encourage entrepreneurs
and creative professionals to (re)design products, services, and business models. So far, CIRCO trainers have mentored over 2,000
companies and trained more than 800 creative professionals to help them apply CIRCO’s methods and tools in their daily work.
Siem Haffmans, together with Pieter van Os, Program Manager CIRCO International, conducted a workshop at KODW 2023 with the
theme “Closing the Loop: Creating New Business Value.” They not only introduced the “re-ladder” (rethink, reuse, reduce, recycle,
renew) circular design strategy but also discussed circular business models, the concept of “Product as a service” and “Reverse
Logistics” as well as other circular mechanisms, exploring the role of designers in the industry’s transition to circularity and sharing how
products and packaging should be redesigned to adapt to the development of the circular economy. This issue of Package & Design
features a special interview with Siem Haffmans, inviting him to provide a detailed interpretation of these concepts.
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What is Circular Economy

“Circular economy is more than just recycling. It is about rethinking the way we produce

and consume, about finding new circular business models

that will provide users with a service that is more satisfying with less environmental impact.”

Q: What problems do you see with the current linear economy?
A: Our current linear system is focused on production and
consumption and we have become very efficient in this.
But in the current linear system of “take-make-dispose”,
a lot of value is lost, for example with production waste,
logistics, unsold and discarded products. There are also
“hidden costs” that are paid for by society, such as litter and
environmental damage. If many people drop empty wrappers
on the street, they will have to be picked up with high costs
for the municipality. Cleaning up the beaches and oceans
will come at an even higher cost. Furthermore, we are facing
the boundaries of this linear system of “take-make-dispose”
every day with growing problems such as climate change
and plastic littering.

Q: How do you understand the concept of circular
economy? Your work involves eco design, green packaging
and circular economy. What are the difference between
these three areas? And what’s the relationship between
them?

A: Eco design and green packaging is mainly about reducing
the impact of products and packaging on the environment.
Although this is very much needed, it will only further optimize
our current linear system. Circular economy is more than
just recycling. It is about rethinking the way we produce
and consume, about finding new circular business models
(“resource - product - renewable resources” model) that will
provide users with a service that is more satisfying with less
environmental impact.

The Track of Circular Economy

“Design and design thinking can play a major role in

implementing successful circular business models, as the user should be tempted to

choose this circular solutions.”

Q: What do you think are the pathways to a circular
economy? What are the challenges involved? What role
does design play?

A: Circular economy starts with circular design of products
and packaging, using recycled or biobased materials and
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design for recycling. The second pillar is using products
longer by reuse, share and repair. The last pillar is collecting,
sorting and recycling.

The challenge is to zoom-out and incorporate prevention of
lost value and societal costs in your business model. The

government can facilitate this, for example with extended
producer responsibility schemes, where producers are
paying a fee for solving the “end of lifetime” problems of the
products and packaging.

Design and design thinking can play a major role in
implementing successful circular business models, as the
user should be tempted to choose this circular solutions.

Q: Referring to the circular business model in your
presentation at the KODW 2023 workshop, you said, “The
part of ‘Slow down’ includes Reuse, Refill and Product-as-
a-service”, the first two of which are familiar concepts to
most of us. Could you please give some examples about
the design idea and key points of “Product-as-a-service”?
A: Product-as-a-service is about providing a service instead
of selling a product. This starts with defining the basic need
behind a product and thinking about different way to fulfill
these needs. If you are providing people with a healthy
lunch, can you do so without packing every single item?
Because what clients need is healthy lunch, not complicated

packaging. If you are selling cleaning detergents, can you
provide people with a clean house?

Q: Could you introduce the concept of Reverse Logistics
as a part of Organizing the loops?

A: Our supply chains are organized in a very efficient way,
but this is not the case for reversed logistics. Why can’t we
send back our discarded products in the same easy way as
they were delivered at our home? Lots of products that we
are not using anymore are still functioning and there is a lot of
value in these orphaned products.

Q: In which ways are materials recycled?

A: In a circular economy there are two basic cycles for
materials, the technical cycle and the biological cycle, nicely
explained by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation. The technical
cycle is about “man-made” materials, such as plastics and
metals, that should be collected and recycled at the highest
possible level. The biological cycle is about biobased materials
that can be given back to nature by digestion or composting.

“Sustainable production and consumption might seem more

expensive on short term, but if you zoom out and incorporate the societal costs and

upcoming regulations, then it will be the only way forward.”

Q: In 2021, together with NRK and other institutions, you
drafted the Action Plan Application of Plastic Recyclate.
What do you think is the most critical factor to solve
the plastic waste problem? What would be the most
effective action?

A: The most critical push to solve the plastic waste problem
comes from brand owners. The plastic recycling business
will be more successful if brand-owners are asking for the
application of recycled content in their packaging. Coca-
Cola for example is aiming for 100% recycled content in their
PET bottles and this will have a huge effect on the recycling
business. In some cases recycled PET is already more
expensive than fossil PET. European legislation is also working

on a minimum recycled content for plastic packaging.

Q: Generally speaking, people think environmental
protection will increase the cost of production. Do you
agree with that? And how should enterprises balance
between environmental protection and the economic
benefits of production?

A: Sustainable production and consumption might seem
more expensive on short term, but if you zoom out and
incorporate the societal costs and upcoming regulations,
then it will be the only way forward, for companies’
sustainable design and business models will become their
“license to operate”.
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Impact of European Green Regulations on
Business and Design

“Every company producing for and exporting to the EU will

have to cope with this in a proactive way.”

Q: In your speech, you mentioned the European Green
Deal, the EU Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation
(PPWR) and other relevant laws and regulations. How
do you think the introduction of these regulations has
affected the development of enterprises in the EU? What
kind of exemplar does it provide for the development of
circular economy in other regions of the world?

A: The European Green Deal is a package of policy initiatives,
which aims to set the EU on the path to a green transition,
with the ultimate goal of reaching climate neutrality by 2050.
One of the main building blocks of the European Green Deal
is the new Circular Economy Action Plan (CEAP), Europe’s

new agenda for sustainable growth. The EU’s transition to a
circular economy will reduce pressure on natural resources
and will create sustainable growth and jobs.

The European Union is rolling out a train of regulations
to facilitate the transition towards a circular economy,
such as: the Ecodesign Directive, EPR - Extended
Producer Responsibility, Packaging and Packaging Waste
Regulation, SUPD — Single-use Plastics Directive and
CSRD - Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive.
Every company producing for and exporting to the EU will
have to cope with this in a proactive way, because this will
strongly disrupt current markets.

Circular Design Strategies

“There are several good LCA tools with which designers and

marketers can calculate the impact of different design options.”

Q: You have said that there are different design strategies
that can be used to make consumables suitable for a
circular economy. Would you explain your “re-ladder”
(rethink, reuse, reduce, recycle, renew) circular design
strategy with some practical cases?

A: The highest rung of the ladder is rethink. This is about
asking yourself fundamental questions, such as: why are we
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using this product or this packaging? Eosta, a producer of
organic fruits and vegetables invented the process of “natural
branding” to get rid of the plastic packaging on several of its
products. With a laser, information, such as the brand name
and barcode, is applied to the skin of the products.

Reuse is about replacing single-use products and packaging
by reusable products. This strategy is gaining momentum

with the very strict “single-use plastics” regulation in Europe.
More and more consumers are choosing for reusable coffee
cups, food containers and refillable bottles.

Reduce is always a good strategy for optimizing the logistic
process. For example, in the e-commerce sector the reduction
of volume and weight of packaging can save lots of money,
both on packaging materials and shipment costs.

Recycle is about using recycled materials for your products
and packaging and taking care that they will be recycled again
after usage, thus making them part of the technical cycle.
Renew is about using biobased materials and taking care
that they will be recycled, digested or composted after
usage, so that they are part of the biological cycle.

Q: It’s difficult to scientifically calculate the carbon reduction
benefits of circular economy activities. This involves many
problems such as insufficient basic data, lack of methods
and tools, non-uniform standards and imperfect statistical
evaluation mechanism. How should designers calculate the
carbon reduction of their design solutions?

A: In fact it is not that difficult anymore to calculate the carbon
footprint of a product or packaging. There are several good
LCA tools with which designers and marketers can calculate
the impact of different design options. If you follow the I1ISO
14040 methodology and be clear about your assumptions and
system boundaries, you can make a quick-scan calculation
that can help you making the right decisions.

About Circular Design Workshop CIRCO

“CIRCO is a circular design program supporting both businesses and

designers to engage with circular innovation.”

Q: At this year’s KODW, you attended a forum with
Program Manager International of CIRCO Pieter van
Os on the topic of “Closing the Loop: Creating New
Business Value.” What kind of project is CIRCO? What
kind of business are you mainly engaged in?

A: CIRCO is a circular design program supporting both
businesses and designers to engage with circular innovation.
We believe that a circular way of working will improve the
long term competitiveness of a company while at the same
time reducing its footprint and complying with upcoming
regulation. Circular innovation demands new circular
knowledge and a redesign of the product — service and
business model of a company. As a consequence, it often
is a challenge for both companies and designer to start with
circular innovation and easy to postpone as other topics on
the management agenda seem more urgent.

The Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management
recognizes this importance and commissioned Top Sector
of the Creative Industry CLICKNL (the Knowledge and
Innovation Network of the Creative Industry) to launch a
program for companies and designers in 2015. This program
focused on circular business opportunities, collaboration,
upscaling and knowledge sharing is called CIRCO which is
executed with the CIRCO Trainers network.

Specifically, we facilitate companies with our design
methodology to develop a first circular proposition in a three-
day workshop for companies as well as a 1-day class for
design professionals.

CIRCO has supported over 1,500 companies in the
Netherlands. But as the circular transition is a global challenge,
we make our methodology also available to other countries
by training local partners. So far there are CIRCO-hubs in

16 countries applying the methodology with about 80 local
trainers. Pieter van Os has a career in proposition development
and is co-founder of the CIRCO-initiative, he is responsible
for methodology development and the international roll-out. In
this role he personally trained more than 500 companies in the
Netherlands and 12 countries abroad. We are aiming to start a
Hong Kong Hub before the end of 2028.

Q: What is CIRCO methodology and CIRCO Tracks? As
a CIRCO trainer, please explain the seven steps of the
CIRCO Tracks.

A: The CIRCO method is based on an academic framework
of the Technical University of Delft. It is called Products that
Last and is written by Prof. Conny Bakker and Marcel den
Hollander. This framework explains five circular business
models and six circular design strategies. CIRCO expanded
this framework with tools and insights, so it is useful and
relevant for businesses. The method offers practical design
tools, inspiring cases and examples, and it offers trainer
support and interaction.

The CIRCO method is applicable to both companies and
design professionals. Companies are invited to participate
in a three-day workshop that consists of three group
sessions. During the workshop companies develop a
circular proposition with a business model, a redesign of
the product and accompanying services and a roadmap for
implementation. Whereas design professionals can follow a
1-day class, allowing them to play their part in the circular
transition as a circular change agent. Research shows that
about 70% of the participating companies implement this
circular proposition because during the workshops they get
convinced that circularity will strengthen their business.
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