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FOREWORD
“I am the wisest man
alive, for I know one thing,
and that is that I know
nothing”
Socrates

W

e are explorers, curious people and above all,
optimistic. But we must remain humble, we do
not know everything, far from it, we are on a path and
searching for meaning to reconcile the economy with
nature, which we call «circular economy». With this book
we do not pretend to provide all the answers, but we
just provide clues, reading grids that we discovered; and
also, the tools we have developed to act at the level of
the company, the territory, the community or as a private
citizen for a more sustainable world. This work marks
the stage of an exploration period on topics such as
economics, ecology, innovation and design. It is therefore
a brief corpus of our explorations and actions on these
vast complex issues ... And we look forward to continuing
this exciting task for another very long time.
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But who are we exactly ?
This book is written by three people, so it is a co-creation.
And you will see from reading, it is important and
significant.
I’m Nicolas, and it is I who have the honor of writing these
lines. I have studied history, communication, design, and
I remain with a deep passion for learning.
Brieuc studyied business and marketing, but we met
around a desire to change things, and in particular to
eliminate the concept of waste and the waste of resources,
utter nonsense to our eyes of the economic point of view.
It became the “purpose” of our agency that draws its ideas
from nature where waste and pollution do not really exist.
We believe that the economy should largely be inspired
by nature because it has already developed sustainable
solutions and strategies around energy and materials,
and comes to recycling all that it produces. Nature is
simply a very good manager of resources and capital; it
innovates and evolves constantly, without compromising
its own survival... More than any other, nature remains
our mentor and guide to innovate towards a better and
smarter world.
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Finally Flora, which carries its name well, magnificently
illustrated pages of this book in a simple and accessible
way. As a designer, she knows how to synthesize
complex concepts to make them clear, appealing and
understandable for all.
Wiithaa, the name of our agency, comes from Aboriginal.
This is the name of a small bird that uses all the colored
resources around him to create an amazing nest with
twigs, shells, moss, flowers, fruits, and today straws and
plastic caps ... preferably blue ! The nest, which looks like
a cave placed on the ground, is used as a giant amplifier
and theater stage to sing and attract females. This
little creative and ingenious bird symbolizes for us the
adaptability of nature to changes in its environment and
changing threats into opportunities.
Finally, this book is also largely inspired by many authors
and explorers that have guided us and lit our way. We
do not always share their opinion or way of doing but we
thank them for making us open our eyes and putting us
into action. You will find them in the bibliography at the
end of this book, and in the footnotes.
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You may have already seen browsing it, this book contains many
illustrations and diagrams that summarize the heart of the text.
At the time of the ultrafast information and social networks,
where our attention span is reduced by the hyper connectivity
of our lives, we wanted this book to be read and understood very
quickly: in thirty minutes maximum, that was the challenge! Of
course, you are free to take the time to read and study it in its
entirety, including its bibliography, linearly, shall we say ... But
you can also leaf through, go back and explore it so completely
random. After all, the title speaks of circularity but the content of
the book discusses the concepts of systemics and complexity...
so it makes sense that you can go in this book for any page.
Finally, we want to thank our early readers and those who
have largely supported our first collaborative fundraising on
KissKissBankBank by pre-purchasing this book when it was
still only half-written. We never could finish it and publish it
without them. They offered us both time and resources, and
more energy and desire to complete this work which we are very
proud.
Another big thank you to you, and now enjoy reading!
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PREFACE

O

n economic principles of proximity, short circuits,
environmental preservation and solidarity, we
created with Bertrand Meloy, in 2007, Nouvelle Attitude
(New Attitude), a company whose purpose is the
integration of people that are remote from employment
through economic activity. Our ambition was to prove
that locally valuing the resources contained in waste,
we can create value in the broad sense of the term, and
help sustain the development of our territory, Yvelines
in France.
Eight years later, Nouvelle Attitude has built an innovative
national sector in partnership with La Poste for the
recycling of office paper. We invented with the mailmen
“reverse logistics” to collect recoverable waste of SMEs
in the framework of existing transport of mail delivery.
We have developed over time harmonious proximity
agreements with all French plants papermakers and
recyclers. And we have successfully supported many
pathways to integration. Finally, we re-injected in the
sustainable economy tens of thousands of tonnes of
waste paper, previously destroyed in landfills or by
incineration.
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The circular economy is a major vision which can lead
actors of a city, a disctrict or a neighborhood into
innovations to safeguard their environment and develop
their economies. It allows to bring more wealth, security
and well being to the people by creating entirely new
relationship between citizens and everything that
surrounds them.
As design enthusiasts, this book is a very good news.
First, because they tell us that common sense is
applicable now, everywhere and in many areas. And
then, because their expertise in eco-design, life cycle,
reuse or recycling of products we consume is essential to
meet the requirements of a fairer economy, more caring,
more innovative, more stable and more respectful of the
environment.
Thank you to the authors, please read on.
Didier Toqué
CEO of Nouvelle Attitude (New Attitude)
Subsidiary company of La Poste Group (French Post
Office)
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INTRODUCTION

T

his book is designed as a manual, it consists of
numerous examples and case studies to try to activate
the circular economy, and therefore push you to action.
It also includes some of our tools and methodology
inspired by design, biomimicry and playful collaboration.
To try to explain what is the circular economy – a virtuous
and regenerative economy to us – we will go through the
explanation of certain phenomena, especially the cycles
life and nature . We will also discuss innovation and ecodesign. The subject of this book is indeed our human
and industrial economy, and how to make it fairer, more
efficient and more environmentally friendly.
Today we hear a lot about the «circular economy». The
term seems to become fashionable to talk about ecology
and a responsible approach to business. And it gradually
replaces the well-known «sustainable development»
terminology in the business world. But what exactly is
the «circular economy»? Is this really something new?
And should we not be wary of some companies or
organizations that are claiming it too quickly?
The circular economy is opposed to the linear economy
(take – make - waste) that largely characterizes the
economy after the industrial revolution of the last two
hundred years. The linear economy is not sustainable
because it does not consider the resources and waste at
their fair value. Certainly there are recycling but today it
represents only 30% of everything we produce. That is
to say that we waste by burning and burying resources
nearly 70% of precious materials that we use only once.
And we spend considerable energy to get rid of it. It’s an
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absurd double bill that it’s about time to stop paying, by
turning those costs into income and positive impacts.
Some businesses, municipalities and territories already
do it. Some of these pioneering approaches (in constant
improvement) are illustrated in this book.
We prefer to announce it right away, for us, the circular
economy is something very marginal industrially speaking.
However, when we look at nature, the circular economy is
pervasive. That is why we believe we should draw from
life and ecosystems designs. We should rediscover them
and watch them as incredible laboratories rather than
destroy them. We will come back to this later on. Our idea
is that a sustainable world is already all around us, in the
forests, animals, plants, fungi, and of course within us,
through the operation of our own organism and our cells.
Tremendous self-healing solutions and strategies are
just waiting to be explored and sometimes rediscovered.
And to serve as beautiful inspiration. This is the great
idea of biomimicry, a new scientific discipline that seeks
solutions in the living and nature to improve materials,
processes and the entire industry.
We define the circular economy, as a way to make and
produce in a cyclic, lasting and positive way. It is an
economy of common sense that constantly seeks to
optimize the production process and the energy required
to activate it, to do much more and much better with
the least possible means. It is not a question of simple
recycling or reducing negative impacts as we often hear.
Recycling occurs late in the cycle and sometimes makes it
possible to recycle materials only once! We should reflect
on the system – in a very holistic way – considering the
choice of materials from the outset so that, ideally, we do
not need to recycle them. The best waste is the one we do
not produce. We will return to these issues, particularly
on the fundamental role of energy in this systemic
approach to the economy.
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This book also addresses the theme of design as a
strategic discipline to rethink and activate this new
paradigm. But what are we talking about exactly: what is
design? And how this discipline can help us on this?
In reality, there is no agreeded definition on what design
truly is. It is a broad discipline in constant movement that
transforms itself. From the creation of simple objects,
design evolves to reflect on whole and complex systems.
From designing tangible solutions such as physical
objects, pictures or signs, design now embraces more
informal things such as services, processes and networks.
So to speak, design has become holistic and total.
Thinking design in these terms means not only design
and think about the objects and materials but think
of the value chain as a whole; that is to say, designing
complex, understandable and efficient systems. If we
look at product design, for example, this change means
rethinking traditional supply models, production,
distribution, consumption and disposal in a totally new
way.
We consider design as a genuine approach that reflects
on the world to transform it in the right direction. At a
time of multiple expertise and over-specialization of our
professions, this cross-discipline helps to achieve better
collaboration of all stakeholders.
After proposing a different view of our present world in the
first part, we will focus in the second half to give the tools
and thinking we use to activate this new paradigm. Finally,
in the third part, we gathered and detailed inspiring case
studies in order to show that such initiatives already exist
and generate multiple positive impacts for all actors and
ecosystems.

15

firts part:

THE WORLD
CHANGES

CHAPTER 1 :

In what world
do we live ?

A GLOBAL INSTABILITY
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T

he twentieth century has shown that the overall
growth was closely linked to the growth in energy
volumes available, and therefore including the extraction
of raw materials . The easy availability of resources with a
steady decline in prices was perfectly integrated into the
operating modes . This time is finally solved.
The price of materials is much more flexible. Depletion of
resources and difficulties to access are increasingl. Today,
for a product used as much as oil, the construction of
facilities for its offshore extraction requires digging twice
as we did in the early 1990s, and therefore increases at
the same time steel demand1.

1. 1. C. P. Fenton, J. D. Waxman, Commodity Markets Outlook and Strategy, J. P.
Morgan,

23

S

ince the early 2000s, extreme weather conditions
events (droughts, floods, notable differences with the
seasonal norms), political and economic tensions have
multiplied. The scarcity or even the instability of supply
for food or metals in general are becoming increasingly
noticeable. The interdependence of all flows and actors is
increasing: a severe drought in Russia has an instant effect
on the overall price of wheat and directly affects entire
populations in Africa; floods in factories in Thailand impact
sales of camera brands for several months; the decisions
of the Chinese government on the export of rare earth
metals have an immediate impact on world prices, and soon
on the cost of smartphones or computers. And where in
some African countries, forests are being cut – and entire
ecosystems depending on them – to promote palm oil
monoculture, it causes – among others – more connections
with bats and humans and by ricochet the virus contagion as
Ebola; a virus that in a few weeks shaked the World Health
Organization (WHO).
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How we view and see things only from the immediate
economic perspective makes us go «straight into the wall.»
The dictatorship of the short term and excessive competition
caused to local, regional and global levels, many human
damage, social, environmental, cultural, health but also,
paradoxically, economic. There is still time to reconsider our
ways of thinking, and stop to think outside of the rules of
nature, to integrate and develop fully within it.
However, it is not a matter of going «back to the Stone Age».
It is a matter of changing our ways of thinking by looking
around us, and understanding our ecosystems in all their
complexity and scope: our network of partners and other
actors at play. It is also a matter of understanding the
biosphere and its operation. Finally, it is about changing the
way we design and produce, not to reduce our footprint, but
to co-create holistic solutions with positive impacts that will
allow the regeneration of ecosystems.
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« Natural resources are
inexhaustible, because otherwise
we will not get them for free.
They cannot be increased
or depleted, therefore
they are not the subject
of economic sciences. »
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WIITHAA is the Aboriginal name of an unusual bird. In order to
seduce the female, the male bird builds nests that it meticulously
decorates by collecting all the resources at its disposal. It uses
dried grass, twigs and even plastic caps or straws. The Wiithaa
recovers and transforms into opportunities the plastic that we
consider to be waste.
Like the Wiithaa bird, the circular design agency Wiithaa,
founded in 2012, ingeniously combines the economy and nature.
Today, 80% of the costs and impacts of a product or service
depend on its design. By looking at the whole system, Wiithaa
designs products and services, along with their business models,
in such a way as to be economically profitable, regenerative for
ecosystems and socially virtuous.
Since 2012, Wiithaa has been working with several organizations
from big companies like Interface, Peugeot, L’Oreal or La Poste,
to SMEs (Parot, Le Petit Plus) and also for design schools
(d.school), business schools (Audencia, ESSCA) and political
sciences schools (Sciences Po Paris).

wiithaa.com
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