
Design and Innovation 

This paper is intended to expand on the preliminary ideas sent to the Commission and Presidency in 

February 20151 to help inform thinking on the new Circular Economy proposals expected later this year. As 

stated previously, these thoughts should not be regarded as agreed UK policy, but they offer suggestions for 

further consideration by the Commission as it develops its own thinking on which actions are best addressed 

at an EU level.  

This paper on Design and Innovation is the first of three papers, all of which expand on the themes in the 

February paper, progressively addressing issues ‘around the circle’. The other two papers cover Harnessing 

Action by Business and Consumers and Modernising Waste Policy.  

Why Design and Innovation? 

The UK welcomes the opportunity presented by broader new proposals to address the aim of resource 

efficiency in a more holistic way, taking into account the whole Circular Economy, and how measures 

targeted at one part of the circle may have consequences for another part. Design and Innovation is a key 

element of the Commission’s Communication Towards a Circular Economy, presenting a wide range of 

opportunities to encourage and support business in preventing waste.  Where possible, we should look to 

reduce burdens on business, especially SMEs.   

 

Even the most environmentally-conscious of consumers often struggle to make informed decisions to 

effectively recycle and re-use their waste. Equally, producers are not always encouraged to optimise their 

resource efficiency and prevent waste. In the UK, we are committed to improving product design.  For 

example, through our support for both the Sustainable Clothing Action Plan and the Electrical and Electronic 

Equipment Sustainability Action Plan.   

 

How can we design out waste? 

 

1) In order to build more coherent product policy and close potential loopholes, existing instruments must be 

consolidated and re-examined for consistency.  The Commission should look to explore and develop the 

ways that standard setting mechanisms such as the EU Ecodesign and Ecolabel schemes complement each 

other. These measures should be based firmly on robust evidence, have open processes for consensus 

building, and be regularly reviewed to drive improvement.   

Ecodesign 

Materials impacts of products are becoming increasingly important as we have tackled the major energy in 

use impacts of products and following the extension of the Ecodesign agenda into energy related products.  

Material use and waste prevention, reusability/upgradeability, recyclability, recycled content, hazardous 

content and durability are all worthwhile aspects to pursue.  The choice of indicators should be considered 

on a case by case basis, according to the product and material concerned and taking into account potential 

effects on markets. 

Consumers are interested in getting good value and product lifetime is a part of this, so durability 

declarations could have potential to move the market. It would be significantly more cost effective to focus 

on priority products rather than apply to all products.  
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Our research suggests improved warranties could be a useful way of influencing businesses to design 

products to last longer. However, any proposal in this area would need a thorough assessment of costs and 

benefits, and is not as simple as just increasing the time period. Consumers find warranties difficult to 

understand and claim against, as they are often full of jargon and small print.  

The UK notes with particular interest the measures recently implemented by France to ensure that 

consumers are aware how long their electronic and electrical goods will last and how long spare parts will be 

available.  

Ecolabel 

The EU Ecolabel enables manufacturers to demonstrate to customers that their products meet the highest 

environmental standards, including product design.  However, there is a lack of detailed and up-to-date data 

available on the market take-up of the scheme, which makes it difficult to promote the scheme to industry 

or to assess its effectiveness. 

2) Creating incentives and removing regulatory barriers for innovative business models will encourage 

business to play an active part in driving innovation and reduce need for further legislation. 

Product Service Systems (PSS) 

More should be done to encourage models where the consumer pays for the use of a product for a certain 

period rather than outright ownership.  In particular, for workhorse domestic appliances, like dishwashers or 

printers.  This type of business model has the potential to encourage the development of more durable, 

resource efficient products and also to provide support for the refitting and refurbishing of the products. 

Defra is currently funding a pilot project refurbishing used baby car seats and pushchairs. For the consumer, 

these models offer the clear potential for a more flexible, affordable and higher quality service. For business, 

there are potentially new routes to market, greater revenue from the product and increased brand loyalty. 

Industrial Symbiosis 

Industrial symbiosis engages traditionally separate industries and other organizations in a network to foster 

innovative strategies for more sustainable resource use (including materials, energy, water, assets, expertise, 

logistics, etc.)  Through the network, business opportunities are identified leading to mutually advantageous 

transactions for innovative sourcing of required inputs and value-added destinations for non-product 

outputs. Organisations are also exposed to best practice and knowledge transfer, resulting in cultural and 

process changes.  An industrial symbiosis methodology has been pioneered in the UK.  EU-wide networks 

could help to match businesses with others who might consider their waste a resource, leading to mutually 

beneficial arrangements for all parties.  

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes 

It is important that we develop systems that encourage producers to take the whole lifecycle of their goods 

into consideration at the design stage. For example, by updating the producer responsibility requirements 

for packaging to incentivise producers to minimise packaging and phase out packaging materials which 

cannot currently be recycled. However, further assessment needs to be undertaken for new proposals into 

the respective roles that the EU and Member States might play, to ensure that the key principles of 

proportionality and subsidiarity are met whilst providing a level playing field in accordance with the single 

market.  



3) Better, more sustainable, design promotes growth in the reparability and re-use sector, and it also increases 

the use of recycled materials.   

Barriers to collaboration 

Although voluntary agreements in industry have had some success in driving innovation in the area of 

product design, concerns about competition law still act as a barrier to the sharing of knowledge and best 

practice to improve this area. Guidance in the form of EU-level guidelines could help create the right 

environment for further collaboration and sustainable progress across a wide range of sectors. 

Training and education 

Raising public awareness and participation through training, education and information initiatives is 

important.  For example, around sustainable consumption and production models and highlighting the 

benefits of and means for moving to a resource efficient circular economy. There is a role here for social 

partners and civil society. One example might be the promotion and awareness raising of sustainable design 

in educational establishments. 

 

4) Collaborative R&D will promote innovation within the circular economy. 

The Commission has already identified possible funding streams such as the EU Research and Innovation 

Programme to support relevant innovation projects. The potential development and application of work 

done by the Commission on topics such as environmental footprinting and minimum efficiency performance 

standards should be explored further and fed into coherent policy.  

The UK Government agrees that it is important to consider all lifecycle stages and all environmental impacts 

initially, but is not convinced that it is necessary to carry out a detailed whole lifecycle analysis of all 

environmental impacts for all products and all organisations. We are taking a simpler, more cost effective 

approach through the Product Sustainability Forum. This group of businesses, Government (including 

Scottish and Welsh Governments) and academics, co-ordinated by WRAP, is working collaboratively to 

identify “hot spots”, (i.e. a shortlist of priority products and priority impacts within grocery supply chains) for 

grocery and home improvement products. Practical actions can then be targeted to the identified “hot 

spots”.  The Government’s aim is to ensure that any new methodology is beneficial to and useable by UK 

business, especially SMEs, and does not impose additional costs or burdens on businesses. 

We would be very pleased to meet with Commission officials to discuss these ideas and share our 

information on those measures that have worked well in the UK.  We will continue to play a constructive 

part in this process. 
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