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WHAT DESIGN CAN DO IS LAUNCHING THE  
MAKE IT CIRCULAR CHALLENGE IN PARTNERSHIP 
WITH IKEA FOUNDATION. THIS GLOBAL DESIGN 
COMPETITION FOCUSES ON BUILDING A CIRCULAR 
SOCIETY IN ORDER TO COMBAT CLIMATE CHANGE 
AND TACKLE THE DEVASTATING EFFECTS OF WASTE 
AND POLLUTION.

WE INVITE DESIGNERS, CREATIVE ENTREPRENEURS 
AND STARTUPS FROM AROUND THE WORLD TO 
SUBMIT IDEAS AND INNOVATIONS THAT RADICALLY 
RETHINK OUR WAY OF LIFE: FROM WHAT WE EAT 
AND WEAR, TO WHY WE BUY AND HOW WE BUILD.  
USING THE POWER OF DESIGN, WE CAN MAKE A 
CIRCULAR FUTURE MORE ACCESSIBLE FOR ALL.

00 WHAT DESIGN CAN DO
MAKE IT CIRCULAR
CHALLENGE
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Circularity in Kenya has its roots in traditional rural ways of 
living. It is not uncommon for farmers to use farm waste to feed 
animals, or for small businesses to adopt waste recycling prac-
tices to cut on costs. Yet, while many individual actors implement 
micro-level strategies, circularity as a concept still hasn’t fully 
taken root in either discourse or practice among medium to 
large scale businesses.
 
Kenya is East Africa’s economic hub, attracting investors and 
business regionally and internationally. In 2019, Kenya’s GDP 
was $99.5 billion, with considerable growth in the construction 
and manufacturing industries. The country is therefore at an 
especially opportune moment to steer the largely linear busi-
ness models across value chains to circular economy models. 
Given Kenya’s ambition to transform from a lower-middle in-
come country to an upper-middle income country by 2030, and 
to provide clean and safe quality of life for its residents, it is 
crucial that discourse on circularity and adoption of circular 
economic business models is accelerated.

01 ECONOMIC GROWTH 
IN KENYA: A CIRCULAR 
ECONOMY OPPORTUNITY
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There has been growing interest and action at the government 
level in developing policies and bills that aim to establish circu-
lar economy practices within value chains. For instance, Kenya 
banned single use plastics bottles and bags in 2017 and estab-
lished a national task force to enforce the policy. This saw an 
immediate shift in packaging  across value chains. All retailers 
and supermarkets introduced biodegradable shopping bags. 
Kenya later launched Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) 
policies that hold all producers responsible for all products and 
waste streams, in a bid to encourage circular economy adoption.

In 2019, private sector actors formed the Kenya Plastic Pact, 
with the core objective of forming a centralized voluntary plastic 
recycling center. The initiative aims to increase the proportion 
of plastic recycled from 6% to 30% by 2030. The private sector, 
in collaboration with the ministry of environment, also formed 
the business plan model for the Plastic Producer Responsibility 
Organization (PRO), tailored to a Kenyan framework to guide 
businesses  in adopting a more circular economic model.

02 GOVERNMENT AND 
PRIVATE SECTOR PLAYERS 
LEADING THE WAY
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The future for circularity in Kenya is promising. The Kenyan 
government has enacted a law on sustainable waste manage-
ment. The Sustainable Waste Management Act requires devolved 
governments to set up separation, segregation and recovery 
centers for waste. It covers different material streams, especially 
with the already developed Extended Producer Responsibility 
Policy (EPR). Every producer of specific materials is obliged to 
ensure none of their materials end up in the landfills. 

This forms a great opportunity for design thinkers to develop 
innovative solutions to create value that boosts EPR and makes 
businesses more compliant. It is very likely that there will be 
more interest in innovations that will help ensure compliance 
with policies.

03 THE FUTURE IS 
PROMISING, BUT THERE 
IS WORK TO BE DONE
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Where 
design is 
needed/ 
What 
design 
can do
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�
how we 
build
Rapid rural to urban migration and international 
immigration have put pressure on the construction 
industry to provide safe and affordable housing. 
Construction contributes 5.4% of GDP and is now 
the third largest sector in terms of employment, 
after agriculture and manufacturing. 

But the economic value that the built environment 
creates comes at a massive cost. The industry is 
responsible for up to 40% of the carbon emissions 
worldwide (and likely in Kenya too, according to 
experts), and circular economy considerations are 
trumped by a focus on profit and return-on-investment. 
The impact of this rapid growth means demand for 
land is high. This comes at the cost of people being 
displaced from their land by government and big 
business. Poor urban planning and lack of adherence 
to building codes and standards results in poorly 
constructed buildings and roads that are too 
expensive to repair and maintain.

The demand for land threatens natural habitats such 
as national parks. The rate of building around Nairobi 
National Park has increased, putting the wildlife at 
risk, and casting a pessimistic projection for the 
future of biodiversity and tourism in the capital.

The sourcing of raw materials for building is a key 
challenge in the built environment. Current building 
materials for commercial large scale projects and 
even residential structures are imported or mined. 
Importation has various complications but most 

pressing is the high cost in carbon footprint – with 
for example limestone – and difficulty in repairs and 
recycling. Mining is a cause of land degradation. 

Furthermore, the current standard of design 
practices for building and construction is low. 
Poorly designed buildings are harder to repair and 
maintain. High water usage in construction leads to 
massive waste. There is also no standardized 
process or policies concerning construction waste, 
especially after demolition, leading to further waste 
of materials like Steel that could be reused.

OPPORTUNITIES
 • Adopt sustainable process in designs, implemen-
tation and operation

 • Enable the use of steel bars in construction with- 
out concrete to reduce the cost of construction

 • Reduce the impact of the building on the 
surrounding natural ecosystem

 • Incentivize the recycling of build waste materials
 • Move structures with minimum loss of materials 
to new sites

 • Repair other construction aspects that impact 
health conditions

 • Help independent bodies in construction to work to- 
gether to avoid unnecessary mistakes in construction

 • Influence designers, contractors and construction 
stakeholders to go green in all aspects of the 
construction process
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�
how we
package
Packaging has been the focus of the circularity 
discourse and practice in Kenya. The government, 
private sector stakeholders, and even the general 
public have aligned on the need to eliminate single 
use plastics. The Kenya Plastic Pact has catalysed 
and galvanized multi-stakeholder efforts to foster 
circular practices in the use and recycling of plastics. 

Packaging plays an important role in business 
across multiple value chains, though most value 
lies in manufacturing. Businesses use various 
packaging strategies to safely move goods from 
factories to the markets, protecting them from 
being damaged in transit. Retailers use packaging 
to attract customers and determine the size of 
goods (e.g. the quantity of food), thus making it 
easy to deliver products at different value levels.

Packaging also makes it easier for consumers to 
determine the value of products and to quickly and 
conveniently obtain goods, thus improving quality 
of life and creating savings at the same time. 

Despite recent successes in the packaging industry 
policy landscape, the environmental impact of 
packaging choices such as plastics continue to 
impose negative social and economic costs. Many 

businesses still use plastic packaging because 
it’s cheap and cuts the cost of production. 
The result is high levels of plastic pollution.

While the general public in Kenya is fairly aware of 
the negative impact on plastic waste, in practice 
things are different. There is a gap between this 
perceived knowledge and the way individuals act. 
For instance, it is not a standardized requirement 
that plastic waste is sorted at the household level, 
hence many residents do not sort out recyclables. 
This, along with an already disorganized and frag-
mented gathering and recycling process, means 
very little of the total plastic used is recycled, with 
most of it ending in landfills.

OPPORTUNITIES
 • Increase recycling collection methods as a way 
of creating loops

 • Shape the development of policies that 
incentivize recycling of packaging waste

 • Raise awareness among consumers so they can 
understand the effects of some of the packaging 
solutions and how they can reuse, recycle and 
deposit waste or packaging
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�
what we 
wear
The textiles industry in Kenya is a multi-million dollar 
market. As a value chain it cuts across multiple sectors, 
employing many Kenyans across all skill levels.

Local textiles production starts at the cotton farms. 
Cotton farming in Kenya is still immature and is 
largely pioneered by small scale farmers who sell 
their cotton to ginning companies. This happens on 
an adhoc basis. Farming is a source of employment 
for many workers; picking cotton requires careful 
and labor intense harvesting. Cotton sold to factories 
is then converted to products for the market.

A big portion of the market, however, is driven by 
second-hand clothing. There is a vibrant market for 
second-hand clothing from overseas. This provides 
consumers with plenty of options to choose from a 
fashion perspective, and at an affordable price range. 

The social, economic and environmental costs 
incurred by the textiles industry are significant.
Cotton farming processes use large amounts of water 
to ensure proper yields. While some farmers have 
installed water-saving irrigation systems, cotton farm-

ing remains for the majority a water intensive process.
Second hand clothing on the other hand fills up 
landfills, and there are no designated recycling 
initiatives. It is technically difficult to separate 
mixed fabric, so most of these items are disposed 
of. In a hot and quick fashion market, little thought 
is given to the lifecycle of textiles.

Moreover, heavy reliance on imported clothes 
stifles the growth of local creative arts in fashion 
and design, given that the market is skewed in 
favor of fast fashion. 

OPPORTUNITIES
 • Re-educate consumers that textiles  
can be repaired and re-used, and create avenues 
for them to do this 

 • Leverage 3D technology to print, knit  
and recycle textiles

 • Guarantee minimum returns for cotton farmers
 • Influence the development of realistic policies to 
manage second-hand imports
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THE KENYA PLASTICS PACT
—————————————————————————
The Kenya Plastics Pact is a collaborative 
initiative that brings together stakeholders 
across the plastics value chain to transform 
the current linear plastics system into a 
circular economy for plastics. All stakehold-
ers involved sign up to a joint set of ambitious 
and time-bound targets, ensuring that this 
collaboration will drive signifi cant change by 
2030. Progress will be monitored and publicly 
reported every year. Collective efforts and 
targets will speed up the transition.
—————————————————————————
TYPE OF INITIATIVE ENVIRONMENTAL 
   SUSTAINABILITY
CREATIVE APPROACH POLICY, MULTISTAKEHOLDER 
   ENGAGEMENT
RE-ACTION  REFUSE, REUSE, RECONNECT
VALUE CHAIN(S) FOOD
SOURCE  kpp.or.ke

how it 
could be 
done
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�
FIVE BIG BETS FOR THE CIRCULAR 
ECONOMY IN AFRICA: AFRICAN CIRCULAR 
ECONOMY ALLIANCE (REPORT)
https://www.weforum.org/reports/
five-big-bets-for-the-circular-economy-in-africa-afri-
can-circular-economy-alliance/

STATE OF PLAY FOR CIRCULAR BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT IN AFRICA (STUDY)
https://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/knowl-
edge-centre/resources/state-play-circular-built-en-
vironment-africa

CIRCULAR ECONOMY IN THE BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT (REPORT)
https://www.arup.com/perspectives/publica-
tions/research/section/circular-econo-
my-in-the-built-environment

KENYAN CIRCULAR ECONOMY TRENDS 
OPPORTUNITIES (REPORT)
https://www.rvo.nl/sites/default/files/2021/06/
Kenyan-Circular-Economy-trends-opportunities.pdf

ref./ 
learn 
more
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partners
GLOBAL PARTNER

GLOBAL STRATEGIC PARTNERS

GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS

BRAZIL

INDIA

THE NETHERLANDS

MEXICO

JAPAN

GLOBAL MEDIA PARTNERS

KENYA
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