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This paper sets out ten recommendations from WSP  
and supporting organisations for the implementation 

of resource-efficient, circular thinking in the built 
environment and infrastructure sectors at scale. They form 

a part of WSP’s Future Ready research and are based on 
consultation with organisations across the sectors. 



Supported by:

Brummens Town Hall, Netherlands



What is resource-efficient, 
circular design?
Materials are extracted, processed and used for construction. They’re 
then dug up or demolished at the end of their original use before, in 
most cases, being either discarded or recycled for another use, often 
at a lower grade than they originally started at. Demolished building 
structures may be re-used as road sub-base, for example. This ‘linear’ 
approach is wasteful, it builds in inflexibility and it contributes to the 
UK construction industry being the largest consumer of resources in the 
economy today. It means that the UK construction industry is at risk of price 
spikes and of being left behind other regions, where more innovative, efficient 
and cost-effective building approaches are already being developed. 

Our recommendations focus on accelerating the use of flexible, adaptable and modular 
designs for buildings and infrastructure, as well as new business models such as leasing materials. 
These approaches mean that designs can be easily changed to suit future needs – quickly, at low cost and at low waste. 
Flexible designs mean lower total cost of ownership, higher quality and much more efficient resource use.

It makes sense to embed these recommendations into government policy now. They focus on the delivery of a key 
objective of the Industrial Strategy, the 25 Year Environment Plan and the Clean Growth Strategy. With the ongoing 
development of local industrial strategies in combined authorities up and down Britain, these recommendations provide 
a strong platform for achieving more circular design in the built environment. 
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Our recommendations are based around four key areas:



Update engineering and architecture design 
codes and standards so they’re not an 

inhibitor of adaptable, resource-efficient design. 

Make ‘Module D’ – the end of life element of 
Environmental Product Declarations (EPDs) 

- mandatory, rather than voluntary. Today it’s up 
to product designers to decide whether to report on how a 
product might be reused, recycled or disposed of at the end of 
its life. Bolstering end of use standards to specifically consider 
the likely end of life use based on design would reward clever 
design. 

Simplify waste regulations as part of 
the UK’s emerging Resources and Waste 

Strategy. As the UK leaves the EU, DEFRA should work to 
avoid construction materials being classified as waste unless no 
other safe use can be identified. Today, waste regulations get in 
the way of re-using perfectly reliable building materials, either 
directly or indirectly because of the stigma created by used 
resources being classified as “waste”.

Circular design principles should be 
included in all engineering, architecture 

and design degree courses from 2020.  
This should be a criteria of the Joint Board of Moderators, 
supported by The Engineering Council (EngC), the Royal 
Institute of British Architects (RIBA), and also university 
faculties’ Industrial Advisory Panel. The Environmental 
Association for Universities and Colleges (EaUC) may well 
also have a strong role to play. 

The Construction and Engineering 
Industry Training Boards should deliver 

effective skills in modular, adaptable and 
flexible construction as part of their ongoing 
reform. Mark Farmer’s review of the construction sector, 
Adapt or Die, identified the urgency of delivering strong, 
new industry skills to help the UK economy thrive. Giving 
all staff working in the construction and engineering 
sectors a strong grounding in practical, modular, adaptable 
and resource-efficient design is a key element. 
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Extend the first year capital allowance system to 
incentivise specification and installation of resource-

efficient, adaptable, modular components. Today, organisations 
can claim enhanced capital allowances for installing water and energy efficiency 
equipment in their buildings. It effectively subsidises the cost of qualifying 
equipment by around 8% in present value terms. Applying a similar approach 
to incentivise specification and installation of modular, adaptable equipment, 
verified through a product’s Environmental Product Declaration, would provide a 
similar and simple incentive.

Learn from European best practice, such as the Dutch CO2 
Performance Ladder, to incentivise resource efficiency in 

UK infrastructure procurement. Good practice on incentivising resource-
efficient, modular, adaptable designs already exists across Europe. Applying these 
practices to the £120bn of UK annual public procurement would have significant 
impact on accelerating circular design.

Include adaptable, modular, flexible designs as evaluation 
criteria in international bank lending standards for built 

environment and infrastructure projects. This recommendation 
highlights that modular, adaptable, resource-efficient designs can provide much 
more value for money and that circular principles can be adopted in all countries 
and all projects. Including circular thinking as part of revisions to standards 
such as the International Financial Cooperation’s Environmental and Social 
Performance Standards would demonstrate leadership.

Store detailed design criteria and ‘as built’ 
information securely and accessibly so both can 

be easily retrieved and used decades later. Good records 
covering design and individual product characteristics are essential for 
design teams to adapt existing developments and reuse spare materials. 
This is only possible if good records - held in either BIM or traditional 
formats - are available. Design teams can find these hard to locate even 
for some buildings and infrastructure less than ten years old.

Launch a library of strong case studies showing 
examples of best practice resource-efficient 

designs. Providing evidence of success is a key way to bring 
 circular thinking to life for design teams. This library of case  
studies could build on the good work already delivered by  
the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, and should be ‘owned’  
and hosted by the construction industry rather than  
the sustainability industry. 
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