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R is of Reuse 

Who has never heard of reuse? 

Giving a second life to toys and kids’ clothes, buying durable products instead of disposable 

ones and trying to repair old shelves to create a new style of furniture are all examples of 

reuse and circular economy actions. 

Reuse refers to the use of an object as it is at the end of its usual life cycle. The reuse process 

therefore does not consist in recovering the materials of which an object is made, but in 

repurposing the object itself. This includes buying and selling used goods and repairing items 

instead of discarding them. 

        

            Fig. 1: old wooden boxes used as furniture in a bar 
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It means recovering and reusing products, their components, their packaging: these actions 

can have a significant impact in environmental terms. Beyond the reduction, it helps to avoid 

waste and to better optimize already existing materials and packaging, designed to be 

disposable. Recycling, on the other hand, allows to obtain new raw materials once the product 

in question has been classified as waste. 

You can achieve these objectives by bringing a product back into good working condition. 

The replacement or repair of the main components, when they are defective or close to 

failure, "cosmetic" changes to update the appearance of a product (cleaning, replacing the 

fabric, painting or finishing) are a few strategies that can be applied. A different approach can 

be the extraction of the functional and reusable parts of a used product so they can be rebuilt 

into a new one.  

 

Reuse in a circular economy: tell me why 

When we talk about circular economy, we mean an economic system (industrial, services) 

that is restorative or regenerative in intention and design. The concept of end of life is 

replaced by restoration, the forms of renewable energy become predominant, if not the only 

ones. It also eliminates the use of toxic chemicals, which hinder reuse and return to the 

biosphere. This thoughtful design of materials, goods, systems and business models also 

provides for the drastic reduction, up to the elimination, of waste. 

 

Fig. 2: Linear vs Circular Economy: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/infographics/circulareconomy/public/index.html 
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The products are designed and optimized for a disassembly and reuse cycle. These tight 

cycles of components and products define the circular economy and distinguish it from 

disposal and even recycling. Circularity introduces a rigorous differentiation between 

consumable and durable components of a product.  

Consumables in the circular economy consist in organic or "nutrient" ingredients that can be 

safely returned to the biosphere, directly or in a cascade of consecutive uses. Durable 

components consist in technical nutrients, incompatible with the biosphere, such as metals 

and most oil-derived plastics. Consequently, these need to be designed from the start 

keeping in mind their end of life: reuse and updating, not disposal. 

A new relationship between businesses and their customers is required: product performance 

is the key. Society should move on from disposables and pure consumption as the only 

possibilities to the daily practice of renting, leasing, sharing durable products. Another 

possibility, when selling a product, is putting in place incentives and systems to return them 

after use, when no longer needed or wanted. This would enable the reuse of the product or 

its components and materials at the end of the primary use period. 

Sharing goods, both on a peer-to-peer level if privately owned and on a public level, helps 

keeping the speed of the product cycle low and maximizing its use. A product is utilized till 

the end of its technical life (second hand), which can be extended through maintenance, 

repair and design for the duration. Therefore, we can act both to maximize the number of 

consecutive cycles (repair, reuse or complete regeneration) and the length of each cycle.  

The advance of technology and the demand of the clients have created the challenge of short 

product life cycles. A strategy to face this change can be to provide kernels or skeletons of 

stable, sometimes reusable products, while treating other parts of the product as add-ons 

(such as software, casing or extension devices), providing customized solutions combined 

with low complexity of the product portfolio. 
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Fig. 3: examples of reusable water bottles 

 

In addition, it is possible to diversify the use of a product across the value chain. We can 

explain this concept with an example: cotton clothing can be reused first as second-hand 

clothing, then in the furniture industry as fibre filling in upholstery, it can become stone-wool 

insulation for the construction, replacing in each case an influx of virgin materials. 

 

Companies manage a very complex system of inbound raw materials, from different 

countries, on multilevel networks. This same management could and should be applied to 

the creation and control of a reverse cycle. Post-value post first-use flows of goods and 

components need the same attention.   While studies suggest that recycled raw materials 

move on an international market, the collection of components for reuse and regeneration, 

as well as the restructuring of the products, are best performed at local or regional level.  

 

An obstacle to this circular system are waste regulations. Waste is mostly considered an 

environmental hazard, as such safety of disposal comes first, without considering the 

presence of valuable materials and products. Redesign, recovery, reuse and trade often face 

significant administrative or legal barriers that severely block or limit these activities.  
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Needless to say, the protection of the environment is a very good reason to reuse: primary 

sources of materials are rapidly decreasing, their mining is becoming more difficult than ever 

before, the necessity of waste reduction (both in landfills and in our seas) and in greenhouse 

gas (GHG) emissions and other negative externalities. These are reasons enough, but we 

should also explore the economic potential.   

 

Reuse and repair can help create new economic activities and jobs at a local level, thanks to 

better cooperation with manufacturers. Information on the product and the availability and 

economic accessibility of spare parts are essential elements that could contribute to the 

expansion of the repair and reuse sector. Voluntary schemes to improve cooperation with 

manufacturers should be promoted and the legal requirements for the disclosure of product 

information could be studied. Similarly, operators carrying out reuse and repair activities 

should enjoy easier access to products that have reached the end of their life cycle, in order 

to encourage innovation and job creation in this sector. 

Fig. 4: Why Reuse? 

The return of products to the manufacturer at the end of the cycle of use is the start of a new 

relationship with the customer: "consumers" become "users".  Personalization and 

customization become the norm, not the exception.  Due to a continuous exchange favoured 

by leasing contracts, renting and the return of used components we can also observe an 

increased loyalty to the brand. 
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An example of a start-up that was born in UK with reuse as its centre is Fat Lama 

(https://fatllama.com/), ‘Borrow stuff you need. Lend stuff you don’t’. The idea is that a lot of 

equipment owned by individuals is used only a few hours in its lifetime, this is an underutilised 

potential. A possible solution is a peer-to-peer sharing platform for technical equipment, 

where anyone can create an account and list items or rent other people’s belongings for a 

day or more. In the background, messaging services, ratings and reviews for lenders and an 

insurance policy insure the success of the operation.  

 

Packing Away 

Nowadays, plastic is one of the central materials of our daily life, just as it is important for the 

economy, thanks to the combination of functionality and low cost. One of the major uses is in 

packaging, which accounts for around 26% of the total volume of plastic used. The choice of 

plastic as the main material for packaging depends not only on the economic benefits it offers, 

but also on its contribution to increasing levels of resource productivity: plastic packaging can 

reduce food waste by extending the shelf life and can reduce transport fuel consumption by 

reducing the weight of the packaging. 

 

In the last decades, however, it has also become very clear that the widespread use of plastic 

brings several disadvantages. Almost all plastic is produced from non-renewable fossil 

resources, and the products obtained follow a practically completely linear path. Most plastics 

end their life in landfills and only recently have businesses and governments recognized the 

need to radically rethink the global plastics system. 

 

The development of new circular and sustainable solutions, innovative business models and 

innovative materials and technologies can create economic opportunities for the private 

sector. So far, the efforts for improvement and progress have shown potential, but have failed 

to have a large-scale impact due to their fragmentation and lack of coordination. 
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An obstacle to a systemic approach is the lack of standards and coordination along the value 

chain, which over the years has led to the presence on the market of many materials, formats, 

labelling systems, collection schemes and sorting and reprocessing systems. This 

fragmentation is also observed in innovation processes: the development and introduction of 

new packaging materials and formats is happening rapidly and is largely disconnected from 

the development and deployment of the corresponding post-use systems and infrastructures. 

 

To achieve a systemic shift to a new plastics economy, that moves beyond local and small-

scale improvements, existing improvement initiatives should be complemented and guided 

by a concerted, global and collaborative effort that matches the scale of the challenge in front 

of us. 

 

Looking at the situation of plastic packaging, which by its nature is considered disposable, it 

is possible to intervene on various aspects, reinventing the part of the market still without a 

viable reuse or recycling path. A few appliable strategies are:  

 

 redesigning packaging formats and delivery models (and post-use systems) for 

small-format plastic packaging, 

 

 replace the current non-recyclable multi-materials with non-toxic, recyclable or 

compostable materials, 

 

 converge towards a few key materials used in most of the market, while continuing to 

enable innovation, 

 

 scale-up compostable packaging. 

 

In the face of these changes, we must also reflect on the reuse of packaging, a common 

practice until about half a century ago, which we have lost and replaced with single-use 

options. However, we are seeing a return to reuse models, also thanks to society's greater 

awareness of the environmental and social problems of plastic waste. 
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An example of this change is shopping bags: reusable bags have become more and more 

common and are now part of our daily routine. However, around 330 billion single-use plastic 

bags are produced each year, with an average usage period ranging from just a couple of 

minutes to a few hours, after which many are thrown into the environment and hardly any are 

recycled. 

 

Speaking about the possibility of reusable packaging, the Ellen McArthur Foundation, whose 

website I suggest you explore, has identified four business-to-consumer reuse models 

(Reuse: rethinking packaging – 2019 - www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org). They differ in 

terms of packaging ownership and the necessity for the user to leave home to refill/return the 

packaging.  

 

 

In the Refill at Home model users can refill their containers at home, for example using refills 

delivered through a subscription service. It can work both for traditional and on-line retailers: 

in an e-commerce option it allows an integrated solution that does not compete for shelf space 

with products sold in standard packaging.  
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The potential benefits, besides the environmental ones, are the reduction of transportation 

and packaging costs for businesses by supplying products as refills, concentrates, tablets 

and the consequent impact on consumers, who can also enjoy the possibility of 

personalization. One of the main challenges is attracting customers and communicating the 

benefits of buying a concentrated format. It is also important that refills came in packaging 

that is reusable, recyclable, or compostable. 

 

Refill on the Go is another option, where refilling packaging happens in a physical store or 

a dispensing point. This system is better suited to traditional retail outlets and urban spaces: 

it can be used for beverages, cooking essentials and personal and home care products. 

Dispensing systems allow users to choose the desired quantities and to personalize content. 

The main challenges consist in motivating people to carry their own containers, in ensuring 

a safe, easy, mess-free to use system and in building the required distribution network.  

 

Return from Home is an example of the reverse path, where packaging makes its way back 

to the producer. It is suitable for e-commerce, as the pickup of empty containers can be 

combined with the delivery of new products, especially in urban areas with reduced travel 

distances between deliveries. This implies the implementation of a local reverse logistic and 

a cleaning and refilling infrastructure, while creating an effective deposit and reward scheme 

to improve brand loyalty. The logistics and cleaning facilities could also be shared between 

brands, or contracted out to a third party. 

 

A second example of the reverse path is the Return on the Go model. It can be used to 

substitute most single-use packaging without changing the purchase situation. In fact, after 

use the container can be returned to a store or a drop-off point instead of being thrown away. 

Similar strategies as return from home model need to be implemented to make it work. 
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An untimely demise 

What is planned obsolescence? It is the practice of a deliberated flawed product design, a 

product programmed to break, stop working prematurely or become obsolete. This practice 

is prohibited and regulated in some countries. Why do it? Often to sell another product or an 

update, but also to answer to the consumers’ demand of something new, cheap and ‘better’. 

In some instances, companies adapt to the needs and expectations of their client base, who 

are used to cheap products they can easily change to keep up with trends or constantly 

evolving technology. This habit and way of thinking is changing, and companies are following 

the new requests of the society. 

Fig. 5: Planned Obsolescence – James Provost (https://www.flickr.com/photos/jprovost/5733843612) 

 

Some manufacturers also limit consumers' ability to repair their products, using digital locks, 

copyrighted software, incompatible screws, gluing components together or refusing to share 

their repair manuals. As a consequence, products have a short life cycle, because even small 

problems must be solved by an authorized service, sometimes incurring in high expenses 

and delays to not void the warranty. This is an inconvenience that leads often to the choice 

of buying a new product, which is comparatively less expensive. 

In short two are the critical factors to consider when looking at durability: 

 integrated obsolescence during production, 

 psychological obsolescence during consumption (fashion or inefficient use). 



 
 

12 
 

We are not considering the role of advancing technological and of disruptive changes in a 

market.  

To counter the first factor legislative action is needed. To this end in 2013 the European 

Economic and Social Committee (EESC) called for a total ban on products with integrated 

defects designed to prematurely end the life of a product. The recommendation was to 

establish clear consumer information on the shelf life of the products. To counter the second 

factor a new and engaging approach to increase information and awareness through the 

population is needed.  

When speaking about obsolescence and fast changing products we cannot forget about 

electronic devices, an integral part of our daily life, both at work and in our free time. These 

products are made of durable material, like metals and plastic, but are seen, for the most 

part, as disposable. This has created a growing electronic waste problem worldwide, with 

almost 400 thousand tonnes of mobile phones disposed of in a year. These disposal practices 

lead to the loss of the energy, resources and value embodied in electronic products while 

generating waste that is usually treated in substandard conditions. In most situations a lot of 

energy and hazardous substances are necessary to manufacture these products, while the 

high demand for resources has been linked to dangerous working conditions. Disposal and 

recycling of electronics can expose people and the environment to toxic chemicals when used 

products are not treated in formal recycling centres. 

Should we stop enjoying the benefits of technological innovation? That is not the answer, 

however it is necessary to implement on a large an electronics system that works, for us and 

for the environment.  

The transition from a linear model to one based on the principles of a circular economy opens 

the door to many opportunities, social, economic, environmental. Naturally, we start by 

rethinking the design of products, a step of central importance to allow the economic reuse 

of resources, as well as their components and materials. This does not solve an important 

cultural problem: the widespread tendency to think of electronic devices as disposable. If, in 

fact, consumers throw their products away or, when still in good condition, leave them in a 

drawer to collect dust, better design is not the solution. 
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What to do then? Surely, we need public campaigns, to raise the awareness of individuals, 

to shed light on other possibilities. In addition, the adoption of new business models and the 

implementation of effective and known reverse cycles are needed to achieve greater product 

circularity. 

One of the main objectives is to keep electronic devices in use for as long as possible. This 

can happen both by increasing the usage time of the original consumer, and by favouring the 

flow of products to new users, who will find new value and usefulness in them. Only at the 

end of a life cycle as long as possible the electronic devices should be returned, not thrown 

away, so that specialized personnel can repair, renew or exploit the precious components 

inside, separating and recycling the materials only as a final option. 

One way to make the most of the energy and resources used in product manufacturing is to 

convert high-end electronic items to other lower-end, lower-performance applications. 

Reusing some basic components, such as screens, batteries, sensors, hard drives, and 

chips, from higher to lower performance applications, leads to less consumption of new 

primary resources and keeps these components in use longer. Two factors hinder this 

process: the lack of component standardization and the rapid pace of technological change. 

 

Circling water 

Water is one of the most vital resources in our life and one often overlooked. We collect water 

from various natural deposits: streams, rivers, lakes, reservoirs, oceans, and groundwater 

aquifers. Fifty-three percent of Europe’s surface water bodies are not in good shape from an 

ecological point of view, as defined by the Water Framework Directive. On average, rivers 

and transitional waters are in worse condition than lakes and coastal waters, especially where 

intensive agriculture is common and there is a high-density population.  Water is mainly used 

for agriculture, municipality, manufactory, food and beverage industries.  It is possible to 

differentiate between: 

 non consumptive use: water is ‘returned’ to the basin directly or via a municipal 

treatment facility,  

 consumptive use: water is not restored to the natural cycle 
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The natural water cycle acts to re-optimise, reuse, and replenish water. Talking about natural 

reuse we need to consider the characteristics of the ecosystem, its climate and biodiversity. 

Water moves from higher to lower elevations and interacts with flora and fauna, ending with 

a return to the environment through evapotranspiration, infiltration or surface water flows. 

Human intervention alters water circularity in various ways:  

 the abstraction of freshwater above its rate of replenishment, 

 inefficient irrigation and distribution methods, 

 pollution of water, compromising its future use. 

Fig. 6: Global freshwater withdrawal - Philippe Rekacewicz, Delphine Digout, UNEP/GRID-Arendal - 

https://www.grida.no/resources/5779 

 

A circular approach should align the human water cycle with the natural one, encouraging 

action that reduce waste and close water loops within an operation, when possible, or the 

surrounding community. The design of human water cycles should also think about the 

reintroduction in the basins, as such toxic substances should be avoided. Why it is 
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necessary? To help mitigating and preventing a global water crisis, aggravated by climate 

change and a growing population. 

Wastewater treatment plants who make profit and the innovation towards waterless 

production lines are an important step in this direction, aside from a rational use. The reuse 

of treated wastewater in safe and cost-efficient conditions is a valid but underutilized mean 

of increasing water supply and alleviating pressure on over-exploited resources. The reuse 

of water in agriculture also contributes to the recycling of nutrients to replace solid fertilizers. 

The European Commission is carrying out actions to promote this practice, including the 

issue of provisions on the minimum requirements to be applied to this practice. 

 

Wear and tear 

It is hard to image a world without textiles, without clothes. Nowadays changing clothes is a 

daily occurrence, they are not made to last, but to make us feel good, to follow trends, to be 

cheap. Buying clothes in the modern society is not an act of necessity anymore but fulfils 

different desires. The linear approach of this market creates high quantities of waste, that 

goes to landfills or incineration after a usual short-term use.  

This take-make-dispose model has numerous negative environmental and societal impacts. 

The total amount of greenhouse gas emissions from textiles production – approximately 1.2 

billion tonnes per year – exceed those of all international flights and maritime shipping 

combined. Textiles can also release in the environment hazardous substances and plastic 

microfibers when washed and during production. 

How can we move beyond this as a society? In a new textiles’ economy, on one hand clothes, 

textiles, and fibres keep their highest value during use and re-enter the economy afterwards, 

never ending up as waste. On the other end we need to implement and support efforts to 

make the system more sustainable. 

One strategy is to increase the number of times clothes are worn: new business models 

centred on high quality, durability, sharing and returning discarded clothes are the way to go.  
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Three areas of action would speed the transition, as suggested by the researcher at the Ellen 

MacArthur Foundation: 

 Scale up short-term clothing rental for customers desiring frequent outfit changes, 

also on a subscription-based system. For children clothes and one-off occasions 

outfits rentals would keep the garment in frequent use. 

 Make durability more attractive: lack of information sometimes prevents the full value 

capture of high-quality, durable clothes, even if second-hand ones. 

 Increase clothing utilisation further through brand commitments and policy.  

Image Reuse 4: Thrift store: a used clothes shop - Carla Burke (https://pixabay.com/it/photos/abbigliamento-

negozio-dell-usato-3739798/) 

 

In 2013 H&M (https://www2.hm.com/en_gb/ladies/shop-by-feature/16r-garment-

collecting.html) started a collecting campaign of used clothes in order to reuse and recycle 

them. Customers can bring in stores used garments in exchange for a voucher. The 

downstream processing of the clothes is managed in collaboration with I:CO, an apparel 

reverse logistics service provider, which handles the manual sorting for re-wear, reuse, 

recycling or energy generation. The textiles no longer suitable for wear are cascaded into 

other products, including cleaning cloths, with very limited upcycling of fibres into textile 
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yarns. Textiles that can’t be reused, 30 to 40% of the total on average, get a new chance as 

textile fibres or are used to manufacture products such as damping and insulating materials 

in the auto industry. When these three options have been exhausted the last option is the 

production of energy. 

In 2015, to answer the need of the new Chines middle class customers, who want flexibility, 

convenience and the latest styles, YCloset (https://www.yi23.net/) was founded. Customers 

can change their clothes regularly without the high associated social and environmental 

impacts. It is now the largest clothes rental company in China and works as an online shared 

wardrobe with a subscription. It does not concentrate only on luxury items, but on everyday 

apparel. To meet users’ hygienic standards – sometimes people find difficult to accept the 

idea of something previously worn by another individual - YCloset opened its own dry-

cleaning facilities and now owns three of the largest dry-cleaning facilities in China.  


