


“DESIGN GOT US INTO 
THIS MESS, NOW IT NEEDS 
TO GET US OUT OF IT.”
BRUCE MAU
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01. ABOUT THIS CHALLENGE

January 2021, What Design Can is launching the No Waste Challenge, 
our third climate action challenge in partnership with the IKEA Foundation. 
This global design competition focuses on the impact of waste and 
consumerism on climate change.

The climate emergency is not the only crisis upon us at the moment. COVID-
19 may be more on our minds. The two are however connected. Human 
destruction of ecosystems and biodiversity loss are making virus spillover 
events, like COVID-19, much more likely. Our current wasteful lifestyles aren't 
just making the planet sick, they are making us sick too.

Designers and creative entrepreneurs around the world are invited to 
submit innovative solutions to reduce waste and to re-design our systems 
of extraction, production, and consumption to be less destructive —
or even to make them restorative.

This deck outlines the scope of the challenge and explains how waste 
drives climate change. We have developed three design briefs that ask 
designers to tackle the underlying root problems and symptoms. For each, 
we have included some example solutions as inspiration.

The three global briefs are broad enough to allow for diverse perspectives, 
and for solutions that are rooted in local contexts. To illustrate this 
we have included local perspectives from research we did in Amsterdam, 
Delhi, Mexico City, Sao Paulo and Tokyo.

What Design Can Do invites you to become a partner or participant in
this new, urgent climate action programme that aims to protect and 
restore ecosystems.
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OUR WASTEFUL ECONOMIES ARE DESTROYING THE PLANET

80% 50% 91% 30%
of biodiversity loss
can be attributed

to resource extraction
and processing

of greenhouse gas
emissions can be

attributed to resource
extraction and processing

of the world’s plastic
is not recycled

8+ million tonnes end up 
in the ocean every year

of food produced for 
human consumption

is lost or
wasted globally
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OUR PLANET IS DROWNING IN WASTE

Every year we dump a massive 2.12 billion tonnes of waste on the planet. 
99% of the stuff we buy is trashed within six months. If all this waste 
was put on trucks, they would stretch around the world 24 times.

Current consumption and production patterns, paired with poor waste 
management, have pushed our planet beyond its limits. All kinds of waste 
are threatening our ecosystems: plastic waste, textile waste, food waste, 
electronic waste, construction waste, etc. 

The Global Footprint Network has created a measure for how far we 
have transgressed beyond the Earth’s limits for resource use and waste 
generation. We are already consuming 75% more resources than the 
earth can sustain in the long term, when the Earth’s natural capacity 
for extraction and absorption of waste are taken into account. And the 
amount of resources we consume is set to increase by 70% by 2050 
unless we make some major changes.
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IT’S A SYSTEMIC ISSUE 

Our current economy is based on a ‘take-make-waste’ model, in which 
raw materials are collected, transformed into products that are used 
briefly, and then discarded as waste.

This model produces enormous amounts of greenhouse gases such as 
carbon, methane and nitrous oxide, which cause global warming. Water 
and land are also exploited throughout this process, leading to the death 
of animals and plants and reducing biodiversity. This loss of habitat also 
releases unknown viruses that can create deadly pandemics like the 
one we are in.

Climate change and biodiversity are interconnected. Biodiverse 
landscapes can actually mitigate against climate change: conserved 
or restored habitats can remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. 
A biodiverse environment is also more likely to successfully adapt to 
a changing climate.

More than 90% of biodiversity loss and water stress can be attributed to 
resource extraction and processing. Food and plastic production are some 
of the worst culprits.

Poor waste management can harm biodiversity both directly (e.g. marine 
wildlife consuming micro plastics and suffering from the effects) and 
indirectly (waste management methods such as landfill and incineration, 
for example, account for about 5% of global greenhouse gas emissions).

We often struggle to manage waste effectively because it is made from 
inorganic or non-recyclable materials and packaging. The economic chain 
of extracting materials and then throwing them away is terrible for the 
environment: extracting and processing resources account for half of the 
total global greenhouse gas emissions.

So when we talk about the negative impacts of waste, we also have to 
consider what happens before it’s disposed of: the taking and the making 
of all of the things we use and eat. This means we also need to rethink 
and innovate the extraction and production processes.
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THE CURRENT ECONOMIC 
‘TAKE-MAKE-WASTE’ MODEL
Global heating is caused by 
the collection of raw 
materials, the transformation 
of these materials into 
products that are used briefly 
and that are discarded as 
waste. It is important to 
realize that next to the 
production of waste and 
greenhouse gasses, each 
phase of the take-make-
waste model uses resources 
like water and energy as well 
as land that 
is no longer available for 
biodiversity and CO2 
absorption.
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TOWARDS A JUST AND CIRCULAR ECONOMY

To bend the line, we must focus on where it matters most.

We have to go beyond the current ‘take-make-waste’ system of the linear 
economy and aim for circular economies for all. We need to consume less, 
we must design out waste, and make products and materials that 
regenerate natural systems and that are kept in use. Sustainable living 
must become much more inclusive and diverse to be accessible to all.

Stabilising landfills (i.e. filtering out unsuitable waste and preventing the 
release of greenhouse gases) and recovering materials help, but they are not 
ideal long-term strategies. Reducing the waste that ends up in landfill 
should be the priority. Recycling and composting are more helpful but 
should still be limited, because they often destroy some value or lower the 
quality of resources. Re-using products and reducing waste should be 
prioritized when managing waste.

While eliminating and preventing the creation of waste is the ideal, we 
do not want to be rigid idealists. While we focus on rethinking and 
redesigning the entire system over the long term, we can also make an 
immediate impact by reducing waste and reusing stuff. Of course, better 
recycling and composting methods will still be needed. 
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THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY SYSTEM
A circular economy is restorative and 
regenerative by design. It prevents waste 
by reusing raw materials in closed circles.

In this model, new raw materials are only 
used if they can b e obtained sustainably 
without harming the planet.
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THE DESIGN COMMUNITY MUST STEP UP AND LEAD 
— NOW MORE THAN EVER
The COVID-19 crisis could facilitate many step changes, and open doors 
for ideas, products, services and systems once deemed too radical. 
We should not waste this crisis.

Designers have historically encouraged the extraction of raw materials, 
and add value to them through the act of design. Designers make things 
desirable and contribute to the quest for novelty. We can do better.

Design has the power to raise awareness and change how things are made 
and what they are made of. Design also has a role to play in shifting 
narratives and facilitating alternative visions of the future.

Many designers and creatives have already taken an active role in making 
sure they design for both the planet and the people. But there is a lot more 
potential. Now more than ever we must create new ways of sustainable 
living.
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ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL

Waste is a shared global environmental problem, but the burden is not 
equally experienced around the world. Consumption patterns are vastly 
different, as well as regions’ ability to manage waste. 

So while we are facing the same storm, we are doing so in very different 
boats. The waste produced by overconsumption is not visible in the regions 
where consumption is at its peak. 

Wealthier countries export their waste to the poorest regions of the 
world, and this causes lots of problems. Most waste ends up choking rivers, 
oceans, and other essential natural areas. Much of this export is illegal and 
the poorest - who consume the least - suffer the most from the waste 
produced by the richest.

In many countries, governments struggle to keep up with waste, and vital 
informal economies have arisen to deal with it. As we push toward a circular 
economy around the world, we have to consider how informal  and formal 
economies are connected and the many livelihoods that depend on waste. 

This challenge takes these different perspectives around the world into 
account. We conducted  local research in five cities (Amsterdam, Delhi, 
Mexico City, Sao Paulo and Tokyo) to understand the diversity of 
perspectives on waste around the world. More circular ways of living will 
come in various forms and the transition will not look the same or happen 
at the same pace everywhere.
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PROBLEM: CURRENT VALUE SYSTEMS DRIVE AND PERPETUATE 
OVERCONSUMPTION AND A DETACHED RELATIONSHIP WITH NATURE

We have become used to more being better, abundance & convenience. 
In many parts of the world, convenience, price, perfection and hygiene 
largely influence consumption patterns. The values of ‘sufficiency’ and 
'frugality' 
are not widely held, but there are pockets of communities around the world 
that we can learn from. Current trends in over-consumption lead to 
overproduction and waste, resulting in the exploitation and degradation 
of natural resources and habitats.

We have lost many traditional practices, perspectives and values that 
inherently promote sustainable ways of living. Simple actions that used 
to be part of our household routines have slowly disappeared. Today, people 
rarely repair things; they throw them away and buy new things. Skills and 
habits around reusing and restoring artefacts are vanishing. Extra food is 
scrapped rather than redistributed or preserved. In many cases this is not 
only easier but also cheaper. In various communities around the world, 
sustainable lifestyles are the norm and derive from ancient practices and 
the values that underpin them. But these are a growing exception, not a 
growing norm. 

The narrow way that sustainability is often framed is western-centric, 
exclusive and difficult for many to achieve. The discourse around 
sustainability and waste tends to be dominated by western perspectives. 
There are many other viable visions and perspectives that illustrate how 
waste-free lifestyles can be more accessible, achievable and equitable.

HOW CAN WE INSPIRE THE USE OF FEWER NATURAL 
RESOURCES AND CONSUME MORE MINDFULLY?

BRIEF 1

TAKE
LESS
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TAKE
LESS

BRIEF 1
OPPORTUNITIES FOR DESIGN

How can design 
stimulate alternatives
to buying and owning 

products?

How might we broaden 
our understanding and 
practice of sustainable 
living by learning from 
perspectives around

the world?

How can we inspire 
new narratives that 
go beyond endless
mass production

and consumption?

How can we help people
imagine possible zero 

waste futures?

How can design enable 
communities to reduce 

consumption and 
wasteful practices at 
the neighbourhood and 

village levels?

How can we revive 
repairing, restoring, 

and sharing practices
and make them present 

in our communities?

HOW CAN WE INSPIRE THE USE OF FEWER NATURAL 
RESOURCES AND CONSUME MORE MINDFULLY?
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BRIEF 1 CASE

CLUB DE
REPARADORES
CREATIVE MOEVEMENT | ARGENTINA
—————————————————————————
Club de Reparadores is a movement in 
Buenos Aires, Argentina that promotes 
repair as a strategy for responsible 
consumption and sustainability. The club 
organizes voluntary and collaborative 
repairing meetings where people of all 
ages and occupations exchange 
knowledge and tools in order to extend the 
useful life of objects. The initiative was 
inspired by the concept of a Repair Cafe
that first started in Amsterdam back in 
2007 and is now found all over the world.

—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
REPAIR | REUSE

WHAT DESIGN CAN DO NO WASTE CHALLENGE 2020–2021

http://reparadores.club/
https://repaircafe.org/en/
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BRIEF 1 CASE

TOTOMOXTLE
PRODUCT DESIGN | MÉXICO
—————————————————————————
Totomoxtle is a new veneer material
made with husks of heirloom Mexican
corn. Ranging from deep purples,
to soft creams, Totomoxtle showcases
the wealth of diversity of the native
corns of Mexico which are naturally
colourful and are essential for the rich
gastronomy of the country.
But this project goes far beyond simply
aesthetics. Totomoxtle focuses on
regenerating traditional agricultural
practices in Mexico, and creating a
new craft that generates income for
impoverished farmers and promotes
the preservation of biodiversity for
future food security.

—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
RETHINK | REDESIGN

http://www.fernandolaposse.com/projects/totomoxtle/
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PETIT PLI
TEXTILE DESIGN | UK
—————————————————————————
Inspired by aerospace engineering, Petit 
Pli’s continuous size adjustment is a new 
way of approaching garment design - one 
suitable to high growth rates in children. 
Petit Pli uses technical materials that are 
ultra-lightweight, reinforced, rainproof 
and breathable because children are 
extreme athletes. The concept of Petit Pli 
is built upon using materials sustainably. 
Petit Pli's designs significantly reduce 
waste and CO2 emissions at the point of 
production, distribution and after 
purchase. Their garments grow up to 7 
sizes – that’s 1 Petit Pli garment purchased 
in place of 7 traditional ones.
—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
REFUSE | RETHINK
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BRIEF 1 CASE

MYMIZU
PRODUCT DESIGN | JAPAN
—————————————————————————
Japan's first water refill app MyMizu is a 
phone app that locates water fountains in 
the city so that people could refill their 
own bottles instead of buying water in 
plastic bottles. Data of the water fountain 
is provided through crowdsourcing. In 
addition, it also visualizes the contribution 
of the user in terms of bottles saved and 
CO2 reduced, increasing user motivation 
for alternative consumption methods.

—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
REFUSE | REUSE

WHAT DESIGN CAN DO NO WASTE CHALLENGE 2020–2021

https://www.mymizu.co/home-en
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PROBLEM: PRODUCTS, SERVICES AND SYSTEMS ARE DESIGNED WITH 
LITTLE REGARD FOR WASTE AND OVERALL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT

Services and systems currently favour profits for people, rather than 
profits for the planet. The planet is generally not considered as a key 
stakeholder throughout the entire design, production and distribution 
processes. Many modern design practices, logistics, distribution and delivery 
systems are energy intensive and leak waste. When designing new solutions 
we do not take into account the boundaries of our planet and its needs. 
Nature can no longer be considered an inert pool from which resources are 
extracted for human activity.

Products are not designed to last and a single-use design mindset 
dominates across many industries. The life cycles of products are short. 
Products and components are not designed to last and can be replaced by 
new products quickly. Often products are replaced by a new model or 
another product that meets the same need for less. People have a single-use 
mindset, in many ways because of the way products are designed.

Products are not designed using sustainable materials or processes. 
Regenerative and low-waste materials, design techniques, and food 
preparation methods- both old and new- are not widely adopted or 
celebrated.

There is so much more potential to use materials that can be renewed or 
replenished quickly to keep up with supply and demand. At the same we can 
rethink processes like prototyping, packaging, storage and delivery to reduce 
and even eliminate waste before and after things are made. It's not just 
about products and packaging. Traditional and sustainable ways of selecting, 
preparing and preserving food also have lots of potential in terms of waste 
prevention. 

HOW CAN WE MAKE PRODUCTS AND MATERIALS 
THAT ARE KEPT IN USE AND/OR REGENERATE 

NATURAL SYSTEMS? 

BRIEF 2

MAKE
BETTER
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BRIEF 2
OPPORTUNITIES FOR DESIGN

How can we build 
products designed to 

last?

How can we rethink 
logistics, distribution 

and delivery systems to 
reduce waste 

throughout supply 
chains?

How can we revive and 
encourage traditional 
and sustainable ways 
of making, preparing 

and preserving things?

How can we encourage 
the awareness and use 

of more sustainable 
materials among 

designers?

MAKE
BETTER

HOW CAN WE MAKE PRODUCTS AND MATERIALS 
THAT ARE KEPT IN USE AND/OR REGENERATE 

NATURAL SYSTEMS? 

How can we use 
biomaterials to replace 
unsustainable materials 
used for packaging and 

products?

How can we enable the 
constant reuse of 

materials in continuous 
closed cycles?
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BRIEF 2 CASE

FAIRPHONE
PRODUCT DESIGN | NETHERLANDS
—————————————————————————
Fairphone is a social enterprise company
which aims to develop smartphones
that are designed and produced
with minimal environmental impact.
The company was founded by Dutch
designer Bas van Abel in 2013 and
has recently launched their third model.
The Fairphone is sold across Europe
and is supported by all the major
telecom companies.
—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
RETHINK | REDESIGN | REDUCE

https://www.fairphone.com/en/
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BRIEF 2 CASE

ALGIKNIT
FASHION DESIGN | USA
—————————————————————————
AlgiKnit is a bio-materials company
integrating science and design into
textile production. Addressing the
overabundance of everlasting plastics,
AlgiKnit creates durable yarns that
rapidly degrade when composted.
They envision the next generation of
sustainable, wearable and ethical 
materials, produced within a closed-
loop life cycle.

—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
REDESIGN

WHAT DESIGN CAN DO NO WASTE CHALLENGE 2020–2021

https://www.algiknit.com/
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BRIEF 2 CASE

NATURA
PRODUCT DESIGN | BR
—————————————————————————
The Amazon is a great paradox. It is home 
to 55% of the world's tropical forests and 
20% of the world's fresh river waters and 
has an invaluable biodiversity. But it also 
suffers from exploitative business models 
and industries that prevail in the region, 
and generate devastation and inequality. 
Personal care products brand Natura
created a Negócios para a Floresta em pé
(‘Standing Forest Business’) business 
ecosystem focused on fair trade, 
education, circular carbon, agroforestry 
system and socio-environmental benefits.
—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
RETHINK | REDESIGN

WHAT DESIGN CAN DO NO WASTE CHALLENGE 2020–2021

https://www.natura.com.br/inovacao
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PROBLEM: INSUFFICIENT INFRASTRUCTURE AND KNOWLEDGE TO HELP US 
UNDERSTAND, MANAGE AND PREVENT WASTE DOWNSTREAM

There is a lack of knowledge of and responsibility for producers and 
consumers with regards to the disposal of goods and food. In many parts 
of the world, waste streams are not transparent, often invisible and difficult 
to understand. In others, waste is highly visible, unaccounted for and 
sometimes highly toxic. Without adequate infrastructure and know-how, 
waste is inevitable. At the same time, overly efficient waste management 
systems can perpetuate and even incentivise wasteful behaviours by making 
disposal so easy, cheap and invisible.

Global waste is not documented well. The illegal global waste trade is ill 
understood and globally unjust. The UN Commodity Trade database records 
only the legal transactions. Illegal and informal recycling activities, especially 
in the case of informal e-waste processing in developing countries, often 
involve toxic emissions and dumping of waste acid. In low-income countries, 
over 90% of waste is often disposed in unregulated dumps or openly burned.  
Without any proper treatment or controls, these and similar practices can 
lead to severe environmental and health concerns. In the short term they 
should be better handled downstream. In the long term they should be 
prevented altogether upstream.

Though they often play a vital role in waste prevention, informal 
stakeholders are disenfranchised in many communities around the world.
Informal workers like waste pickers and recyclers play an unrecognised but 
important role in many local waste management systems, yet continue to be 
left out in policy frameworks and protocols. The informal sector employs 
efficient processes, which have evolved through years of small scale 
innovation. These intricate systems ensure that little goes to waste. For 
many, recycling is often the only source of marginal income—though often 

HOW CAN WE USE WASTE AS A RESOURCE OR DISPOSE 
MORE RESPONSIBLY?

BRIEF 3

HANDLE 
SMARTER
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BRIEF 3
OPPORTUNITIES FOR DESIGN

How can we expose, 
highlight and reverse 

the inequitable flows of 
the illegal waste trade?

How might we learn 
from and  empower 

informal waste pickers 
and better support the 

jobs that they do?

How can we make 
households and 

businesses more aware 
of the waste they 

produce and incentivise 
favourable behaviours?

How can we better 
track and understand 

different forms of 
waste we produce?

How can we encourage 
households, businesses 

and communities to 
take responsibility for 
and better manage the 

waste that they 
produce?

HOW CAN WE USE WASTE AS A RESOURCE OR DISPOSE 
MORE RESPONSIBLY?

HANDLE 
SMARTER
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BRIEF 3 CASE

PIMP MY CARROÇA 
CREATIVE MOVEMENT | BRAZIL 
—————————————————————————
Pimp My Carroça is a movement that has 
been operating since 2012 to remove 
waste pickers from invisibility - and 
increase their income - through art, 
awareness, technology and collective 
participation in Brazil. There are more 
than 800,000 waste pickers in Brazil, they 
are an essential part of the Brazilian 
recycling system, and yet they are not 
valued. They are regularly overlooked and 
ignored.
Pimp my carroça’s mission is to create and 
develop creative and collaborative actions 
to impact positively on the recognition and 
fair remuneration of waste pickers and 
collectors of recyclable materials by civil 
society, public and private power in Brazil. 

—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
RETHINK | RECYCLE

https://pimpmycarroca.com/
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BRIEF 3 CASE

TOO GOOD TO GO
SERVICE DESIGN | DENMARK
—————————————————————————
Too Good To Go is an app that combats
food waste. More than 30% of food
worldwide is thrown away. The app allows
you to pick up food from restaurants,
hotels, bakeries, and other food shops,
which has not been sold and would
otherwise be thrown away. The food
is offered in a surprise bag at a very
friendly price.
To Good To Go was founded in
Copenhagen in 2015. It now has
18 million users and has saved an
estimated 29 million meals, which
equal 72,000 tonnes of greenhouse
gas emissions.

—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
RETHINK | REDUCE

WHAT DESIGN CAN DO NO WASTE CHALLENGE 2020–2021

https://toogoodtogo.co.uk/en-gb
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BRIEF 3 CASE

ZERO WASTE
ACADEMY
SYSTEM DESIGN | JAPAN
—————————————————————————
The village Kamikatsu became the first
place in Japan to pass a zero waste
declaration. In 2000, the village was
forced to change the way it managed
its waste when a strict new law on
dioxin emissions forced it to shut
down its two small incinerators. Their
ambition to be fully waste free in 2020
has not fully met, but with 80% of their
waste being recycled into 45 recycling
categories, they do a good job.
The Zero Waste Academy was born
out of the declaration and makes sure
waste gets separated into categories
and wherever possible is reused,
recycled, or reduced.

—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
RETHINK | RECYCLE

WHAT DESIGN CAN DO NO WASTE CHALLENGE 2020–2021

https://zwa.jp/en/
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BRIEF 3 CASE

ECOLANA
SYSTEM DESIGN | MEXICO
—————————————————————————
Ecolana is a digital platform and 
consulting firm that connects consumers, 
brands, and informal collection and 
recycling centers to help reduce waste. 
They are the ultimate app and a digital 
guide for recycling in México City. Ecolana
was the winning project of the WDCD Clean 
Energy Challenge 2018-2019.

—————————————————————————
R-STRATEGIES
RETHINK | RECYCLE | REDUCE 

https://www.whatdesigncando.com/ecolana/
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GOALS OF THE
NO WASTE CHALLENGE

We have two main goals with the No Waste Challenge:
1. Making a significant contribution to the reduction of global warming 

(keep the global temperature rise below 1.5 degrees celsius in 
accordance with the Paris Agreement) through less greenhouse gas 
emissions and protecting biodiversity.

2. Accelerate the transition to a fair and circular economy

What are we looking for?
We invite designers, creative entrepreneurs and social innovators to submit imaginative 
and inspiring concepts that reduce waste and re-think the current wasteful production 
and consumption cycle. And to directly or indirectly reduce global warming by doing so.

Note: We are definitely not looking for autonomous pieces of art or nice things made 
from plastic waste

Briefs
Proposals are required to have a problem/solution fit with one
or more of the three briefs.

1. Take less: How can we inspire the use of fewer natural resources and 
consume more mindfully? 

2. Make better: How can we make products and materials that are kept in use 
and regenerate natural systems 

3. Handle smarter: How can we use waste as resource or dispose more 
responsibly?
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SEEKING  SMALL HACKS
AND BIG DREAMS

We need interventions at various scales

Micro and meso sustainability focuses on the smaller actions that collectively 
result in a large environmental impact. Micro-sustainability is about 
individual efforts, behavior modification and changing attitudes, which 
create a more environmentally conscious individual or community. Meso-
sustainability is about changing policies, processes, information systems and 
ways of doing things. These community-level actions have immediate local 
benefits. If they are widely imitated, they have a cumulative broader impact 
at the macro scale of organizational and even national policies and 
institutional change.

Bottom-up small-scale approaches will not be enough on their own. We also 
need design to help shift the value systems in which current micro, meso 
and macro systems are embedded.

We need big dreams too. Designers in particular are great at making 
future values more tangible, as visual stories that inspire people, 
organisations and societies to take a different course.
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CATEGORIES

Proposals are to be submitted in one or more of the following categories:

information design, speculative design, 
campaigns, packaging design, films, music 
and other verbal or non-verbal messages,
digital or physical

Sustainable product design, fashion 
design, food design, material design (made 
industrially or in limited edition)

Interior design, architecture, landscape design 
and other forms of spatial design for
the private or public sector, temporary or 
permanent

Digital or physical tools, services, platforms, 
programs and infrastructures to influence 
human (and non-human) behavior and 
facilitate interactions

02.
PRODUCTS

03.
SPACES

04.
SERVICES 

& 
SYSTEMS

01. 
COMMUNICATIONS
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JUDGING CRITERIA

Proposals are reviewed by an international selection committee of leading domain experts, policymakers, entrepreneurs and designers.
These are the selection criteria:

Direct: You are able to 
demonstrate that your initiative 
leads to a significant reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions and 
has positive impact on people 
and the planet. 

Indirect: Your initiative has the 
potential to shift people’s values 
and/ or influence political and 
corporate policies.

Your initiative is exciting  because 
it’s innovative and new - or builds 
on an a traditional solution in a new 
way.  

Design is  a clear differentiator.
This means that your proposal is 
imaginative, well crafted and 
presented in such a way that makes 
it easily understood and an 
inspiring story to share.  
Your design is not just user 
centered, but also earth-centered!   

Your initiative is firmly rooted in 
(local) research and you are 
working with, or have consulted 
experts to ensure your proposal 
is feasible: technically, 
economically, politically and 
socially.  You are part of a team
or in the process of assembling a 
team that is up to the job. 

Your  initiative may be developed 
for a specific location or 
community but has the potential 
to be scaled up to benefit the 
many.

02. 
CREATIVIT

Y
& DESIGN

01. 
IMPACT

03. 
FEASIBLE 

04. 
SCALABLE
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STAGE OF DEVELOPMENT

The challenge is open for proposals in three different stages of development. Entrants can select one of the following stages: 

Your submission is at an idea stage. You have a compelling vision and a 
convincing visualisation, but no or only a rough proof of concept. 
You team consists of at least two initiators, but possibly not a well 
balanced team yet. You are looking to bring the idea to the next stage.

Your submission is at a  testing or early startup stage. There is a proof of concept, a 
core team and a long term vision. Your focus is on developing a high quality product, 
service or program and building a solid business case. Possibly there’s already some 
market /public acceptance or committed funding.

Your submission is an existing social or creative enterprise or organization 
Your focus is on sustainable growth: expanding market or public adoption, 
strengthening your organization, securing funds and making the necessary 
changes to increase impact.  
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THE R-LADDER AS
INSTRUMENT FOR 
POLICY MAKERS

In many national policy documents around the world, the 
“R-ladder” is used to rank and prioritize strategies 
towards a circular economy. The higher on the ladder, 
the more impact the strategy has. That’s why for the No 
Waste Challenge we prioritize submissions related to the 
top part of the ladder. However, we acknowledge that the 
number of R’s used, the underlying definition and the 
order in which they are placed on the ladder varies per 
country. Priorities of policy makers and societal 
organizations in the Global South may differ strongly 
from those in the Western part of the world. In other 
words, there
is no universally accepted R-ladder.

Nevertheless, this concept offers a valuable checklist for 
designers and innovators working on solutions. 
Moreover, in order to map out the different solutions 
around the globe, we are asking participants to select 
the R’s that fit their proposal best.
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CLIMATE EMERGENCY AND COVID-19: 
TWO CRISES OR ONE?

How the different crises we face today connect

The Climate Emergency is not the only crisis upon us at the moment, the world is 
struggling with the COVID-19 pandemic too. Scientists have been looking at the 
origins of the COVID-19 virus and how it has made its way to humans. This 
follows a pattern called ‘virus spillover’ that is caused by environmental 
destruction – the same cause that created the climate emergency we are in.

There are four ways in which we destroy the ecosystems that we depend on:

● We are killing wildlife, mostly related to illegal trading and trafficking. 1 Million 
out of 8 million species on earth (0.5M insects, 1 in 4 plants) face extinction, with 
severe knockon effects such as soil degradation, floods and reduced CO2 
absorption.

● Overconsumption of food and goods creates extensive pollution and waste 
in under-regulated countries that destructs habitats. Clearing land for cattle is a 
major contributor. In lesser amounts, also soy, palm oil, coffee and cocoa 
production destruct habitat.

● Destruction of habitat drives climate change and biodiversity loss but also 
pandemic risk. More frequent, deadly and costly pandemics are forecast in the 
recent UN IPBES report on biodiversity and ecosystems.

● Climate change is in the end the biggest threat to species and ecosystems. 
Scientists widely observe the ‘escalator to extinction’, the term to indicate 
that many species migrate to cooler places on the planet, before they go 
extinct.

What can designers do about it?

If nature is given the chance, it will bounce back, scientists say. But the 1 
million species we are likely to lose will take millions of years to be replaced 
by new species. To allow the planet to bounce back, we will have to consume 
less and more responsibly, from goods to food. We must create much less 
waste, and stop pollution and destruction. Educating people about the 
ecosystems they depend on is important too. All of this can be done, and 
designers are better positioned than many others to help make these 
changes. The No Waste Challenge is determined to help designers to deliver a 
contribution.

https://youtu.be/dbCR0KSU52g

https://ipbes.net/pandemics-marquee

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2019.2736

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2019.2736
https://ipbes.net/pandemics-marquee
https://youtu.be/dbCR0KSU52g
https://ipbes.net/pandemics-marquee
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2019.2736
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THE ELEPHANTS 
IN THE ROOM

While addressing radical waste reduction and the re-thinking
our current production/consumption cycle, we cannot ignore a few 
elephants in the room:

● Capitalism has not shown it is capable to deliver the changes that are needed.
We might want to imagine and embrace alternatives, such as the concept of the 
commons..

● Overconsumption: we already extract and produce 75% more than the planet can 
support. Unless consumption patterns in existing and emerging middle class changes, this 
percentage will increase.

● A growing global middle class will swell to 5.5 billion people by 2030. This means an 
additional 2+ billion people, mainly in Asia, who will likely emulate Western middle classes 
in over-consuming. Everyone should have the right to get out of poverty and join the 
middle class. But we need to change the destructive pattern of middle class consumption.

● Globalization has created vulnerable supply chains, as the COVID-19 crisis has made 
clear. It has also generated huge amounts of greenhouse gas emissions that are heating 
the planet, with all its consequences.

● De-growth or the notion of ‘sufficiency’ is the logical answer to the neoliberal capitalist 
myth of perpetual growth. However, there is no attractive alternative vision of how this 
might look. And logic alone will not make people and organizations change.
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SOURCES AND FURTHER RESEARCH

Main sources used for creating this briefing

Two sources stand out among the many we have used to create this deck over 
the last year. These are:

● Reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change of the UN 
(IPCC), and in particular their Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5 
oC. This is a very large scientific report aimed mainly at policy makers. 
What makes it impressive
is the amount of scientific knowledge that is brought together, the mix 
of global and regional information, and links to the scientific papers it 
is based on. For further research, try to search in the PDFs for regions 
or terms you are interested in. These reports are available in the six 
official UN languages.

● The Ellen McArthur Foundation has published a number of reports on 
the circular economy and waste that were of great help to us while 
researching this topic, and will be of more help to you as designers 
entering this challenge. These reports are in English only. Their 
Medium magazine Circulate has their most recent smaller publications, 
some of which also respond to the COVID-19 crisis.

Finding sources for further research

There are many more sources that you can draw from. Two starting points for 
finding these sources are:

● Look for information on certain types of consumption, materials, 
production or waste, and their effects on the climate.

● Look for local information on your topic of interest. This will also 
help to find local organizations and governmental organizations you 
can collaborate with.

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27517/GRO_2019.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/mar/12/resource-extraction-carbon-emissions-biodiversity-
loss 

https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications/completing-the-picture-climate-change

https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/download/
https://medium.com/circulatenews
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REGIONAL WASTE GENERATION (million tonnes)
2016 estimated average
2030 projection
2050 projection

North
America

289
342 396

Latin America
& the Caribbean

231
290

369

Middle East & 
North Africa

129
177

255

Europe & 
Central Asia

392
440

490

Sub-Saharan
Africa

174

269

516

South Asia

334

466

661

East Asia &
the Pacific

468

602

714

Source: “Emerging economies are rapidly adding to the global pile of garbage” published by The Economist, 2018

https://www.economist.com/special-report/2018/09/27/emerging-economies-are-rapidly-adding-to-the-global-pile-of-garbage
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KILOGRAMS OF SOLID WASTE PER PERSON PER YEAR
2016 estimated average
2050 projection

North
America

807

913

Latin America
& the Caribbean

361

475

Europe & 
Central Asia

431

529

Middle East & 
North Africa

296

387

East Asia &
the Pacific

204

296

South Asia

190

288

Sub-Saharan
Africa

168
230

Source: 
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GLOBAL PLASTIC PRODUCTION, USE AND RECYCLING

Source: “Production, use and fate of all plastics ever made” by R. Geyer et al., Science Advances 
economist.com 

WHAT DESIGN CAN DO NO WASTE CHALLENGE 2020–2021

http://www.economist.com


THE PATHWAY OF PLASTICS ENTERING THE OCEANS
Estimates of global plastics entering the oceans from land-based sources in 2010. Based on plastic 
generation rates, coastal population sizes and waste management practices by country. 
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Source: Data is based on global estimates by Jambeck et al. (2015) and Eriksen et al. (2014). Visualization based on OurWorldinData.org

http://www.ourworldindata.org
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PLASTIC INGESTION OF MARINE ANIMALS
An overview of species with documented records of marine debris ingestion. The number states the count of animals that have been detected with 
plastic ingestion, as found in wild-life. The percentage indicates of all counted marine animal species, the ratio of species that have been detected 
with  plastic ingestion. 

Source: Kühn, S., et al., 
“Deleterious Effects of 
Litter on Marine Life”, in 
Bergmann, M., et al., Marine 
Anthropogenic Litter, 
Springer, 2015

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-16510-3_4
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E-WASTE DESTINATIONS

Known sources
Known and suspected destinations

The global flow of e-waste illustrates 
inequitable flows of waste around the world 
more generally. Wealthier countries (which 
tend to consume the most) export various 
types of waste to the poorest regions of the 
world. Informal and illegal actors also play a 
significant role in global waste management.

Source: “The Global Impact of E-Waste”, Karin Lundgren for 
SafeWork and SECTOR, 2012

http://www.saicm.org/Portals/12/Documents/EPI/ewastesafework.pdf
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FOOD WASTE AROUND THE WORLD
Pounds of food waste per person per year

North
America

640

Latin America

Europe

495
South / South East 

Asia

227

Sub-Saharan
Africa

350

North Africa &
West/Central

Asia

460

610

East
Asia

530

Source: Based on the report of The Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations   

https://www.businessinsider.com/which-parts-of-the-world-waste-the-most-food-2016-3?r=US&IR=T

