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SUMMARY

Globally – thus including in the Netherlands – more and more stuff is being 

thrown away. This involves mainly cheap, non-durable goods produced in 

low-wage countries. Many of these products are discarded after only a brief 

period of use and end up in landfills around the world.

The ‘throw-away society’ poses a problem for several reasons. The 

production, use, and disposal phases of cheaply made goods (for example 

‘fast fashion’, ‘fast furniture’ and consumer electronics) involve various 

negative impacts: environmental pollution, health problems, CO2 emissions, 

depletion of natural resources, and exploitation of labour. All these effects 

threaten life on our planet.

In this advisory report, the Council for the Environment and Infrastructure 

(Rli) looks at ways to counter the throw-away trend in our economy. What 

government measures are needed to achieve this, at European level and in 

the Netherlands?

Building a sustainable economy requires phasing out the throw-away 

society

There is an increasing focus in Dutch government policy on making 

the economy more sustainable and circular. There is very little policy 

focus, however, on countering the throw-away society. In our view, the 



throw-away society is a barrier to the necessary transition to a sustainable 

economy, and it is therefore important that policy should also focus on 

phasing it out. You can’t have one without the other. 

Throwing stuff away is part of the current economic system

The throw-away society is an inherent component of our current economic 

system, which revolves around competing on cost. Companies strive to sell 

as many goods as possible for the lowest possible price, a revenue model 

that ultimately leads to an economic race to the bottom. 

We see examples of this in the ‘fast fashion’ sector, among others. That 

sector is extremely focused on low costs and therefore inevitably also on 

low product quality. Much of the cheaply produced clothing quickly starts to 

wear out and is discarded after only a short time. 

Four mechanisms maintain and reinforce the throw-away trend 

We identify four mechanisms that maintain and reinforce the throw-away 

trend: 

1. Producers of non-sustainable items choose not to factor the cost of 

negative impacts during production and waste processing into the price 

of their products. This makes buying products of throw-away quality 

attractive.

2. Producers’ selection as regards materials and production methods 

means that products manufactured non-sustainably have an ever-shorter 

lifespan. This is sometimes even a deliberate strategy. Products then 

need to be replaced within a relatively short time.

3. Product design usually takes no account of what happens to the product, 

and the raw materials used in it, during the disposal phase. 

4. Many people find it difficult to make a responsible choice from the 

range of products available (including online) due to the lack of clear 

information about the sustainability of products and because they are 

also exposed to temptation and deception. 

Recommendations

In this advisory report, we offer the Dutch government a number of policy 

interventions that can counter the throw-away trend in society. We focus on 

policy interventions for the next five years. Government intervention will 

need to operate along several different tracks simultaneously. The overall 

set of measures can counter the throw-away trend. The following is an 

abbreviated list of our recommended interventions.

1. Enforce sustainable production processes, on the way to true product  

 pricing

European legislative processes are currently under way that offer an 

exceptional opportunity for ensuring the sustainability of products and 

production chains. The Dutch government will need to push hard for 

ambitious content and implementation of this EU legislation. It includes (a) 

the EU Ecodesign Regulation, which sets requirements for the reusability 

and reparability of products and the use of (recovered) raw materials, 

and (b) a number of EU transparency directives, compelling producers 

to provide clear information on the environmental impact and working 
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conditions of their production processes. This will enable governments 

within the EU to initiate a movement towards true product pricing. 

Recommended interventions:

• At EU level, advocate ambitious content of the Ecodesign Regulation and 

the resulting product requirements, as well as the European Transparency 

Directives.

• Ensure ambitious content and implementation of the national legislation 

for International Responsible Business Conduct (‘International RBC’). 

• Oblige Dutch producers to share their product data.

• Set an agenda for working towards true pricing.

2. Strive for longer-lasting products by focusing on reuse and repair 

Phasing out the throw-away society requires structural measures that 

promote the reuse and repair of products. It should be easy and affordable 

for consumers to purchase high-quality second-hand products and to have 

defective items repaired.

Recommended interventions:

• Promote a professional repair market by mandating that authorised 

repairers have access to spare parts from all electronics chains. 

Additionally, make use of the opportunities offered by the pending 

EU ‘Right to Repair’ and the Consumer Sales Directive for extending 

guarantee periods. Also make repair of defective items affordable for 

consumers by abolishing the VAT on repairs. 

• Make second-hand shops and second-hand goods more accessible and 

visible. This can be achieved by (a) requiring larger retail chains to offer 

more second-hand products and (b) ensuring that a proportion (say 

10%) of floor space in shopping centres is made available for the sale of 

second-hand products. The latter will specifically require action on the 

part of municipalities.

3. Strive for value retention through reuse, high-grade recycling, and  

 improved EPR schemes

To ensure value retention of products, product components and raw 

materials, government will need to strive for improved product design and 

more professional collection, sorting, reuse, and recycling of discarded 

products. It will need to impose more stringent requirements for these 

through the policy instrument of extended producer responsibility (EPR). 

Recommended interventions:

• Press internationally for an urgent review of the rules regarding waste. 

The current rules on the use, transport, and processing of discarded 

products are not in line with the aim of ensuring value retention and 

phasing out the throw-away society.

• Strive for improved, larger-scale collection, sorting, and recycling of 

discarded products. To that end, support technological innovation in 

sorting and recycling, require retailers to introduce a doorstep return 

system for large products such as mattresses and washing machines, and 

introduce a deposit scheme for batteries. 
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• Ensure greater control of the content and creation of EPR schemes. Set 

more stringent requirements for high-grade recycling and alter the waste 

management contribution paid by producers so that improved product 

design and reuse become worthwhile. Give municipalities and municipal 

waste processing services a greater voice in decision-making regarding 

EPR schemes. If necessary set up independent chain management 

organisations for each product group.

4. Assist consumers to make deliberate choices and protect them against  

 manipulation

To promote behavioural change among consumers, government will need 

to ensure that information on the origin and environmental impact of 

products is readily available and accessible. Sustainable products must 

also be accessible and affordable. Government will also need to ensure 

that people feel they are assisted in making responsible choices. They must 

also be protected from misleading greenwashing and from being lured into 

making impulsive purchases.

Recommended interventions:

• Introduce a lifespan label and a repair label with information on the 

expected useful life and reparability of a product.

• Assist people in making more sustainable choices, using the behavioural 

strategy that is being developed for this purpose (IenW, 2023). Run 

publicity campaigns to clarify the harmful effects that consumption has 

on people and the environment. Spread the idea that it helps not to 

purchase something.

• Ban or discourage rock-bottom pricing of products that – combined with 

targeted marketing campaigns – mostly encourages impulsive purchases, 

and prohibit the discarding and destruction of unsold stock. Draw up 

an agreement with retailers and the second-hand sector that includes 

arrangements to stop promotion of cheap bargains by means of rock-

bottom pricing and encourage the donation or sale of unsold stock to the 

second-hand circuit.

• Explore ways to limit advertising for disposable products that have 

harmful effects. Start by restricting advertising in public space that 

urges people to purchase products whose production involves negative 

environmental impacts or poor working conditions. 

5. As government, take the lead, coordinate matters, and set a good  

 example

The urgent need to tackle the throw-away society is not yet sufficiently 

recognised either in politics or in society. The transition to a sustainable 

and circular economy receives insufficient attention in government policy, 

and the necessary phase-out of the throw-away society is not in the picture 

at all. It is important that there is stronger commitment to this transition at 

cabinet level, both in terms of the coordinating minister or state secretary 

and the government budget allocated for this purpose. A desire to become 

more sustainable is apparent among both businesses and the public at 

large. It is therefore crucial for central government to adopt an active, 

enabling, and coordinating role in this regard. 
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Recommended interventions:

• Assist and protect consumers. Make clear how they can contribute 

themselves, and create the necessary conditions for them to do so.

• Support the business community in reducing harmful impacts of their 

products and production chains. Establish sectoral support centres that 

prepare companies for national and European legislation and regulations 

on phasing out the disposable economy.

• Ensure more robust cross-ministry coordination and control of policy 

aimed at phasing out the throw-away society. Free up substantially 

larger funding and capacity to implement the measures set out in 

recommendations 1 to 4. Require public authorities to make their 

procurement sustainable and circular.

The above recommendations focus on the next five years. In the medium 

term, however, more will be needed. Government will need to bring 

about fundamental changes in the economic system so as to ensure (1) 

true pricing for products, (2) less taxation on labour and more taxation 

on primary raw materials, and (3) an anti-throw-away attitude in society 

as a whole. These changes are indispensable for (4) the transition to 

a sustainable economy, one in which the primary focus is no longer 

on structural growth of GDP but which operates within the planetary 

boundaries.
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ADVICE

1.1  Subject of this advisory report

This advisory report by the Council for the Environment and Infrastructure 

(Rli) deals with the ‘throw-away society’, i.e. the phenomenon that in 

contemporary society, more and more goods are produced that are used 

only briefly and then thrown away. 

This phenomenon arises from the way today’s economy works. The 

emphasis is on selling as many goods as possible at the lowest possible 

price. They are therefore not designed to last. This economic system, which 

is coupled with high levels of resource consumption, has become a global 

practice with far-reaching social and environmental consequences. 

In the present advisory report, we look at the factors that reinforce the 

throw-away society, its negative effects on people and the environment, and 

ways to reverse the throw-away trend. We focus in particular on consumer 

goods. 

1 INTRODUCTION
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1.2 Context

Emergence of the throw-away society

The emergence of the throw-away society is closely related to how 

the post-war economy was given shape. Countless developments and 

events influenced this, one of them being the transfer of production to 

low-wage countries from the 1960s onwards.1 The focus of that process 

was primarily on economic growth and increased prosperity in western 

countries. Far less attention was paid to possible harmful effects on people 

and the environment during the production, use, and disposal phases of 

products. Nevertheless, those effects did made themselves felt, for example 

environmental and health effects resulting from raw materials extraction 

and poor working conditions in low-wage countries. Another effect has 

been the depletion of natural resources. Recognition of these negative 

effects has grown significantly in recent years, as is illustrated by the 

way such terms as ‘ecological footprint’ and ‘planetary boundaries’ have 

become part of public discourse. 

The situation in 2023

In 2023, we in the Netherlands are also living in a throw-away society. More 

products are purchased per capita than ever (CLO, 2023a). And given the 

low price of many products, there is a great temptation for people to simply 

throw an item away for the slightest reason and buy something new, for 

1 Other important developments include the formation of the European Union (EU) in 1992 and China’s 
accession to the World Trade Organisation in 2001. The advent of the internet, e-commerce, and the 
smartphone has also had a major influence, with a large global marketplace emerging as a result.

example if the item has a defect or if it is no longer in line with the latest 

fashion.  

The relationship between the price level of products and the purchasing 

power of consumers is an important factor here. In the early 1960s, for 

example, a black and white television cost more than the monthly salary 

of someone on a modal income, whereas today a modal income is easily 

enough to purchase a ‘smart’ colour TV with a bigger screen and better 

picture quality (see box). 

Changed relationship between income and product prices

In the early 1960s, someone on a modal income earned the equivalent 

of around €150 a month,2 while a television cost the equivalent of more 

than €500 (Limburgsch Dagblad, 1963).3 In September 2022, a gross 

modal income was €3,086 per month (CPB, 2022) and a ‘smart’ colour TV 

could be bought for less than €500.

Other consumer goods such as clothing, furniture, and mobile phones have 

seen similar trends.

Along with falling prices, the lifespan of products has decreased over time, 

due to their lower quality. In the early 1960s, a television often lasted more 

2 The Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (CBP) began calculating the modal income in 
1969, when it was 5,000 guilders a year (roughly 400 guilders a month). 

3 In a random 1963 advert in the Limburgsch Dagblad newspaper, the price of a television was 
1,148 guilders. 
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than ten years; today, that is rarely the case and the average lifespan is five 

to nine years (De Consumentenbond, 2023).4

Another factor typifying today’s throw-away society is the increasing trend-

sensitivity of products. Products have become increasingly important to 

people’s identity and self-image. Mobile phones, for instance, have become 

highly trend-sensitive, partly as a result of product innovations rapidly 

succeeding one another. Clothing has always been subject to fashion, but 

here too we see that trends are following one another at an ever-faster pace. 

The fact that products have a shorter lifespan or lower quality therefore 

matters less to many people.

Negative effects

The ‘throw-away society’ poses a problem for several reasons. Negative 

impacts occur in the various life phases of products: the production phase, 

use phase, and disposal phase. The main negative effects are:

• CO2 emissions during the production, transport, use, and disposal 

phases. Energy consumption during the manufacturing, processing, and 

transportation of products is often high. For many electrical appliances, 

energy consumption is also high during the use phase. All this energy 

consumption results in high CO2 emissions and contributes greatly to 

climate change. 

4 Techniek Nederland refers to the UNETO-VNI table of average expectations for useful life related 
to prices. For televisions costing between €500 and €1,000, an average useful life of five years is 
assumed. For cheaper models, the useful life is three to four years and for more expensive models 
six years. 

• Environmental impact and health issues during production. Extracting 

the raw materials needed to produce goods causes air, soil and water 

pollution, and affects biodiversity. Cotton cultivation for the clothing 

industry, for example, involves the use of toxic pesticides and toxic 

chemicals for dyeing the garments. These substances are harmful 

not only to the environment but also to workers’ health. During the 

use phase, washing synthetic clothing also leads to the emission 

of microplastics. Industrial furniture production also has a large 

environmental footprint. Unsustainable logging takes place and toxic 

glues are used. In mobile phone manufacturing, the harmful effects 

are at least as great, for example those caused by the extraction of 

raw materials such as iron, aluminium, gold, cobalt, and lithium. The 

necessary mining activities involve high energy consumption and 

pollution, and the chemicals used also lead to health problems among 

workers.

• Poor working conditions during production. In low-wage countries, where 

most consumer goods are produced, poor working conditions often 

prevail (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2022; Gonzalez & Schipper, 2021). 

Many garments are made in Bangladesh, Cambodia, and Indonesia, 

while mobile phones come mainly from India, Thailand, and especially 

China. The latter country also manufactures the majority of furniture sold 

in the Netherlands. Because production takes place far away and through 

opaque supply chains, it is difficult to organise effective monitoring of 

working conditions. It is known, however, that people in the countries 

referred to are often poorly paid, work long hours, and have to work in 

unhealthy conditions.
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• Environmental impact and health issues during waste processing. 

Environmental and health issues occur once more in the disposal 

phase of products. Discarded products are mostly shipped to – again – 

low-wage countries for reuse or processing as waste. This is frequently 

accompanied by environmental problems and health risks. Examples 

include the dangers faced by workers processing electronic waste in 

West African countries or the environmental consequences of clothing 

dumping in such countries as Ghana or Chile (see box). 

• Depletion of natural resources. The wasteful handling of raw materials 

that characterises both the production process and the disposal phase 

leads to the depletion of natural resources. This exacerbates the scarcity of 

critical and strategic raw materials and increasingly leads to undesirable 

geopolitical dependence on countries such as China and Russia. 

Consequences of clothing dumping in Ghana and Chile

Many garments discarded in Western countries are transported to 

low-wage countries such as Ghana and Chile on the pretext of ‘reuse 

elsewhere’. However much of the clothing concerned is unsuitable for 

reuse and is in fact dumped as waste.  

 

In Ghana, the unusable garments end up in the sea via the sewers, before 

being thrown back up onto the beach by the waves, leaving the coast 

littered with them. Other garments are dumped in illegal landfills, where 

they are burnt in the open air, releasing toxic fumes.  

Chile imports more than 50,000 tonnes of discarded clothing a year 

from around the world. A similar ecological disaster is unfolding there. 

Clothing that can no longer be used – up to 40,000 tonnes a year – ends 

up in the desert.

Role of increased consumption

The negative effects of the throw-away society are directly linked to 

increased global consumption. Consumption has been on the rise in the 

Netherlands too for decades. The Environmental Data Compendium5 shows 

that (inflation-adjusted) Dutch consumption has been growing almost 

continuously since 1995, increasing by 58% overall (CLO, 2023a). In the 

Compendium, the increase is explained mainly by population growth and 

the growth of the economy as such. 

As Figure 1 shows, Dutch consumption volume has increased steadily since 

1995. Thanks to efficiency improvements in production chains and product 

design, pressure on the environment has simultaneously decreased in 

relative terms.6 Many appliances, for example, have become more energy-

efficient. As a result, energy consumption in the Netherlands has decreased 

since 2010, even though the total number of appliances sold has increased 

substantially (CLO, 2023b).  

5 The Environmental Data Compendium [Compendium voor de Leefomgeving] is a website with facts 
and figures on the environment, nature, and space in the Netherlands. It is published by Statistics 
Netherlands (CBS), the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (PBL), the National Institute for 
Public Health and the Environment (RIVM), and Wageningen University & Research.  

6 Pressure on the environment was calculated based on the indicators for land use, greenhouse gas 
emissions and consumption of resources. For the land use and emissions indicators (CO2, CH4 and 
N2O), effects outside the Netherlands were also included. The indicator for consumption of resources is 
slightly less reliable because consumption in the pre-production chain is not included. 
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Figure 1: Environmental pressure of Dutch consumption 

Source: CLO, 2023a

Nevertheless, as a number of studies show, pressure on the environment 

due to consumption is far too high. For example, the international Earth 

Commission group has shown that planetary boundaries for climate, 

biodiversity, water, fertilisers, and air quality are greatly exceeded 

(Rockström et al., 2023; Duintjer Tebbens, 2023). According to the Global 

Footprint Network, global demand for natural resources exceeds the Earth’s 

available supply. In 2023, the day when humanity has collectively consumed 

more of nature than the planet can renew in one year (‘earth overshoot 

day’), fell on August 2. This means that from that day until 31 December, we 

are ‘in the red’ as regards the planet. We are rushing through our ‘annual 

ecological budget’ too quickly. To permanently meet current global demand 

for natural resources, we would need 1.7 earths (Earth Overshoot Day, 

2023a).

The Dutch share in this over-demand on nature’s stocks of resources 

is substantial. For the year 2023, for example, overshoot day for the 

Netherlands has been calculated as 12 April (Earth Overshoot Day, 2023b). 

On that date, the Netherlands had already consumed the per capita 

biocapacity available for 2023. For the rest of the year, the country is 

therefore draining the earth’s reserves. Put differently, if everyone lived like 

a Dutch person, 3.5 earths would be needed (Global Footprint Network, 

2023).7

Despite the increased efficiency of production chains discussed above, 

continued growth in consumption of products in the Netherlands leads to 

a high burden on natural resources, which is non-sustainable in the longer 

term.

7 The available global biocapacity was set at 1.6 global hectares per person for 2018. The Dutch 
ecological footprint averages 5.7 global hectares per person. A global hectare is a unit of measurement 
referring to biologically productive hectares with a global average yield for the given year.
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Figure 2: Top 10 environmental impacts of average annual consumption by 

one person in the Netherlands in 2020  

Source: CE Delft, 2020

If we then look at how the Dutch share in the over-demand on the earth’s 

capacity is made up, it becomes clear that the impact of consumption 

is substantial. In particular, buying ‘stuff’8 appears to have a major 

environmental impact (Porcelijn, 2020). Figure 2 shows this using 

8 The category ‘stuff’ includes electronics, furniture, household items, books, plants, and cleaning 
supplies. The figures also include the environmental impact of the use phase of items, such as the 
impact of a fridge’s consumption of electricity and the impact of a washing machine’s use of water. 

the environmental impact of average consumption per person in the 

Netherlands.  

1.3 The main question addressed in this report

Policy initiatives adopted in recent years by the Dutch government and 

the EU to reduce consumption of resources and to make the economy 

more sustainable have so far had only limited effect. In its Integral Circular 

Economy Report 2023, the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency 

(PBL) notes that consumption of resources in the Netherlands is continuing 

to rise. The PBL points out in this context that the Dutch government 

currently relies mainly on policy instruments of a voluntary nature, such as 

sector agreements and innovation subsidies. There is a lack of ‘pressure and 

compulsion’ to take substantial steps towards a sustainable and circular 

economy (PBL, 2023a). 

To this PBL observation, we would add that there is also a lack of attention 

in policy-making to phasing out non-sustainable economic practices 

and countering the throw-away trend in society. It is important for this 

to change, because the government’s efforts towards a sustainable and 

circular economy will remain merely an illusion as long as the main 

revenue model in our economy is to sell as many goods as possible at the 

lowest possible price. 

In the present advisory report, we look for measures that the Dutch 

government could put in place over the next five years – within the 

frameworks of EU policy – to address the throw-away problem; in other 
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words to slow down and reverse the trend of steadily growing consumption 

of resources combined with only brief use of products. We are therefore 

seeking measures that encourage a development towards manufacturing 

products that are of better quality and last longer, and have more options 

for efficient use of raw materials, reuse, or repair. Against this background, 

the main question addressed in this advisory report is:

 How can the Netherlands, both nationally and in a European 

context, ensure phasing out of the throw-away society, as part of the 

transition to the production and use of sustainable consumer goods? 

What interventions are needed to make this possible?  

In answering this question, we consider primarily consumer goods. That 

allows us to include both producer and consumer behaviour in our analysis. 

This is important because the features of both product supply and people’s 

purchasing behaviour play a role in the throw-away problem. 

Within the consumer goods category, we focus on three product groups: 

clothing, furniture, and consumer electronics. We chose these product 

groups because they comprise goods that exemplify the widespread trend 

towards production and consumption of large quantities of low-cost items 

with a limited lifespan. ‘Fast fashion’ and ‘fast furniture’, for example, 

are characterised by rapid manufacturing lines, often using low-quality 

materials. The garments and furniture produced are not meant to last. 

A similar situation applies in the case of electronic devices, which often 

have a limited lifespan and are difficult to repair or make reusable. Within 

this product group, batteries are a growing problem because they are found 

in more and more products and contain seriously worrying substances that 

often end up in residual waste or (outside Europe) in the environment. 

These three product groups also receive specific attention in the 

government policy included in the National Circular Economy Programme 

(IenW, 2023a). 

Based on our insights regarding consumer goods, this advisory report 

presents a number of more general statements about interventions that 

are needed to phase out the throw-away trend. Our focus is on policy 

interventions for the next five years. We consider these interventions to 

represent what is needed to commence phasing out the throw-away society. 

We realise that doing so will in the medium term require more fundamental 

government interventions. Our recommendations are therefore intended to 

indicate the initial steps that government can take.

1.4 Scope

This advisory report focuses on the necessity of phasing out non- 

sustainable economic practices and of reversing the throw-away trend 

within society. Encouraging the transition to a circular economy is in 

line with this, but that transition is not itself the theme of this report. The 

transition to a circular economy can be viewed as the broader context 
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within which tackling the throw-away issue will take place in the coming 

decades. Beyond this, there is the even broader movement towards a 

sustainable economy, which is not only circular but also climate-neutral and 

nature-inclusive, and operates within the planetary boundaries. In short, 

reversing the throw-away trend constitutes one of the actions intended to 

contribute to building a circular and sustainable economy. 

When discussing the transition to the circular economy, reference is often 

made to the ‘R ladder’. This provides an overview of circularity strategies 

that can be deployed to reduce consumption of resources and the 

associated pressure on the environment. From the perspective of tackling 

the throw-away problem, it is above all strategies that are higher on the R 

ladder that are relevant (see box).

Higher strategies on the R ladder

The strategies on the R ladder that are the most relevant to this advisory 

report are: 

•  Refuse and rethink: avoid buying products or share them.

•  Reduce: use raw materials more efficiently during production 

processes.

•  Re-use: use products and product components for longer by re-using 

them.

•  Repair, refurbish, remanufacture, and repurpose: repair, refurbish, 

recondition, and repurpose products (PBL, 2023a).

1.5  Relationship to other Rli advisory reports

The Council has released a number of publications in the past few years 

that share common ground with the subject of the present advisory report: 

Circular economy: From wish to practice (2015), Towards a sustainable 

economy: The governance of transitions (2019), Investing in sustainable 

growth (2021a), and Farmers with a future (2021b). The Rli’s Work 

Programme 2023–2024 (2022) also envisages publication of an advisory 

report on sustainable building. 

1.6 Structure of this report

This advisory report is structured as follows. In Section 2, using figures on 

clothing, furniture and consumer electronics, we show how consumption 

and discarding of goods has steadily increased within the Dutch economy 

in recent decades, and what features of the economic system explain this. 

In Section 3, we identify four mechanisms that maintain and reinforce the 

throw-away problem. In Section 4, we outline solutions that can reverse the 

throw-away trend in our society. Finally, in Section 5, we articulate these 

solutions in the form of specific policy measures that the Dutch government 

can put in place in the short term. 

The Dutch version of the report includes a second part that explains a 

number of matters in greater detail. This has been omitted from the English 

version.
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2 THE THROW-AWAY TREND  
 WITHIN THE DUTCH  
 ECONOMY

In recent decades, the Netherlands has seen a steady increase in the 

volume of products sold and – often soon after – thrown away again. The 

throw-away problem has increased considerably, particularly in the new 

millennium. This is apparent from the production and disposal figures 

for clothing, furniture, and consumer electronics since the year 2000. 

There are also examples of entrepreneurs who attempt – against the 

trend – to manufacture products in a sustainable manner. Under current 

economic conditions, however, that is proving very difficult. In recent 

years, the rapid discarding of products has become an inherent feature of 

our economic system.

2.1 The throw-away trend in clothing, furniture, and consumer  

  electronics

In each of the three product groups that we investigate in this advisory 

report – clothing, furniture, and consumer electronics – a growing throw-

away trend is apparent. More and more products are being purchased in the 

Netherlands, and they are being discarded more and more quickly. There is 



therefore (a) an increase in production and consumption and (b) a decrease 

in the useful life per product. We will describe the development of this trend 

according to each product group, also shedding light on the production and 

disposal figures.

Fast fashion

Clothing is the product group most frequently mentioned in critical 

observations about wasted raw materials, environmental pollution, and 

social exploitation. More specifically, criticism focuses on ‘fast fashion’. 

A characteristic feature of fast fashion is its high turnover rate. A clothing 

line is designed and produced within only a short time and is in the shops 

within just a few weeks. This allows frequent changes in the range on offer. 

In the 1990s, C&A presented around four clothing collections a year, limited 

by the time it took to manufacture them. Today, however, fast fashion chains 

such as Primark and Zara launch dozens of collections each year, tailored 

to the latest fashion trends. It should be noted, moreover, that fashion 

trends are influenced by the fast fashion chains themselves, both through 

advertising and with the help of online influencers.  

Fast fashion is created cheaply, often under poor working conditions 

and with negative effects on the environment. The products tend to be of 

lower quality than traditionally produced clothing. In addition, fast fashion 

often involves built-in scarcity. Collections tend to be limited and one-off, 

encouraging customers to purchase immediately. Short-term use is also 

built into the revenue model. What is fashionable today may already be 

out of date next month. Unsold collections are often discarded ready for 

destruction.

The quantity of rapidly produced clothing that enters the market each 

year and ends up as waste after only short-term use – or right away – has 

increased sharply over recent decades (see box).

Clothing: production and waste figures 

Each year, 900 million garments enter the Dutch market (KplusV, 2020). 

About 6.5% of them remain unsold at the producers, wholesalers, and 

clothing companies (MVO Netherlands & Wageningen University, 2016). 

The rest end up in people’s wardrobes. However, a third of the garments 

purchased are either not worn at all or hardly worn (Maldini et al., 2017). 

This phenomenon is only increasing, including outside the Netherlands. 

Globally, the number of times a garment is worn has decreased by 36% 

over the past 15 years (KplusV, 2020). 

This means that more and more garments are being thrown away. 

Research by KplusV shows that the quantity of discarded clothing in the 

Netherlands has more than doubled in the past 25 years. In 1993, for 

example, there were 125 kilotonnes of discarded clothing; by 2017, this 

had risen to almost 260 kilotonnes (687 million items). This represents an 

increase from about 8 kilos to 15 kilos per inhabitant. Of the discarded 

garments, around 50% end up as residual waste, meaning that they 

cannot be reused or recycled and end up in the incinerator.
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Fast furniture

The European furniture industry, traditionally focused on manufacturing 

high-quality products, has been increasingly crowded out in recent decades 

by the booming ‘fast furniture’ industry. This cheaper furniture – on sale at 

shops such as Ikea, Kwantum, Leen Bakker, and Trendhopper – is mostly 

made of low-quality boards and panels and (fossil-based) plastics. Fast 

furniture now accounts for 60% of the furniture sold in the Netherlands. It is 

produced in Southeast Asia, primarily in China. 

Like fast fashion, fast furniture is usually sold in the form of rapidly 

changing collections. And the production of fast furniture is also often at the 

expense of the environment and of fair and healthy working conditions. The 

quality and therefore the useful life of the products is generally low. Much 

of the furniture produced also contains such substances as formaldehyde, 

polyether and cold foam, which cause health risks for factory workers and 

are also difficult to recover through recycling. It should also be noted that 

these substances can also cause health problems in consumers. 

Fast furniture is still a policy blind spot in the Netherlands and the EU, even 

though it has a large ecological footprint (The ReUse Alliance, 2023). That 

applies not only to the production phase but definitely also to the disposal 

phase (see box).

Furniture: production and waste figures  

Household spending on home furnishings and decoration increased by 

22.8% between 2000 and 2022. The main reason is that furniture now has 

a shorter lifespan. It is becoming increasingly subject to trends, and to 

cater for this, more and more cheap furniture is being produced, often 

of inferior quality. The useful life of a fashionable sofa is currently about 

7 years, which is lower than the average economic life of 11.7 years 

allocated to sofas for insurance purposes. It is estimated that some 80 

kilotonnes of seating furniture is discarded annually, largely ending up as 

bulky refuse (TAUW, 2022).

Consumer electronics

The quantity of consumer electronics has increased dramatically in recent 

years. Many of the devices concerned have a battery (Stibat, 2022). Products 

that were previously not electrically powered now also increasingly 

contain batteries, for example shoe soles that light up, wireless earphones, 

or incontinence pads with absorption sensors. Because these batteries 

contain harmful substances, scrapping products that contain them poses 

a significant problem from the environmental point of view. Moreover, 

batteries in residual waste regularly cause fires in refuse trucks and waste 

treatment plants.

Innovations in the electronics sector provide a constant stream of new 

electronic products and new versions of them. New mobile phones are 

launched regularly, for example, with additional features and improved 
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performance. This encourages people to use them for only a short time 

(and quickly dispose of them). The supreme example of this phenomenon 

is ‘single-use electronics’: battery-operated devices intended to be used just 

once – such as single-use e-cigarettes or electronic pregnancy tests – and 

with batteries that are neither rechargeable nor replaceable. After use, these 

products frequently end up not as chemical waste but as residual waste – 

often because people are hardly aware that the device concerned is in fact 

electronic.

The enormous growth in consumer electronics production in recent 

decades has led to a sharp increase in the quantity of discarded appliances 

(see box).

Consumer electronics: production and waste figures 

Between 2005 and 2022, the quantity of consumer electronics sold in the 

Netherlands increased by 49% (CBS, 2023). In 2000, a total of some 473 

million kilos of electronic and electrical appliances were brought onto the 

market (more than 29 kilos per inhabitant); by 2019, this had increased 

by over 35% to almost 640 million kilos (36 kilos per inhabitant) (CLO, 

2023c).  

This huge increase can be partly explained by the energy transition, 

which is leading to people owning more and more electrical appliances, 

such as solar panels and inverters. Another part of the increase can 

be explained by the fact that as appliances become cheaper and more 

economical, people tend to buy more of them. This is known as the 

Jevons paradox.  

Like clothing and furniture, the lifespan of many electronic devices 

has declined in recent decades. As a result, the volume of discarded 

electronic and electrical products has grown significantly. In 2000, the 

quantity of electrical and electronic waste, including exports of used 

appliances, was 234 million kilos (14.7 kilos per inhabitant). In 2019, this 

had increased to 411 million kilos (23.7 kilos per inhabitant). Of this, 

40.7% were consumer appliances (CLO, 2023c).

2.2 Cautious moves to counter the throw-away trend 

The developments and figures discussed above paint a bleak picture: the 

mountains of waste resulting from the throw-away society are simply 

increasing. However, we have also come across some examples of a 

hopeful contrary trend. For some years now, design programmes at 

vocational schools and in higher education have focused on thinking 

and working in a sustainable and circular manner. Ample knowledge and 

expertise is therefore available. And there are various producers (often 

start-ups) that aim to make products that are of higher quality and last 

longer, in a more responsible and environmentally friendly way. 

Sustainable initiatives by Auping, MUD Jeans, and Fairphone

Frequently cited examples of Dutch businesses that have managed to set up 

a sustainable revenue model are Auping, MUD Jeans, and Fairphone. 
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Sustainably produced mattresses, jeans, and mobile phones

•  Auping has been marketing circular mattresses since 2022. These 

are mattresses whose materials can be reused over and over in new 

mattresses. This involves high-grade recycling and reuse of materials. 

The company thus prevents discarded mattresses from ending up in 

the incinerator, with a great deal of material then being lost and with a 

large quantity of CO2 being emitted.

•  MUD Jeans makes jeans that currently consist for at least 40% of 

recycled jeans, supplemented by organically grown cotton. The 

company is aiming to produce denim fabric made of 100% recycled 

jeans, and it also reduces water consumption by means of innovative 

techniques. Moreover, chemicals are excluded from the production 

process, with only non-harmful, biodegradable substances being used.

•  Fairphone introduced a mobile phone a decade ago that is easy to 

repair due to its modular design. The materials used are of traceable 

origin. Only metals mined under (relatively) fair conditions are used. 

In addition, the company only works with parties that can demonstrate 

that their employees work under good working conditions. The 

phones are also made from recycled materials as much as possible. 

The company aims to update and upgrade the phones for a period of 

ten years,9 which is two to five times longer than other smartphone 

manufacturers.

9 During a working visit that we paid to Fairphone, it became clear that the company’s aim of supporting 
phones for ten years is restricted by chipset manufacturers such as Qualcomm, TSMC and Intel. These 
manufacturers – which collectively control almost the entire chipset market – support their products for 
a maximum of eight years (but more often for less).

As hopeful as these successful initiatives may be, there are not many of 

them. It is indicative of the lack of momentum in the circular economy 

that the same examples are cited repeatedly – including by us. By far 

the majority of entrepreneurs working sustainably fail to achieve lasting 

success. Under current economic conditions, it is proving difficult to create 

value from knowledge and expertise regarding sustainability.

With the exception of Auping, companies that take the plunge operate 

within a small niche and are only able to survive with difficulty and 

persistence. The main reason for this is that sustainable and circular 

products quite simply cannot compete on price with non-sustainable 

products (see also below). 

Sale of refurbished and second-hand items

There is a large group of companies, however, that restrict themselves 

to taking certain initial steps towards sustainability and circularity. They 

focus, for example, on selling refurbished furniture or electronics and 

second-hand items. In the clothing sector in particular, there is a growing 

second-hand range on offer, especially in the higher-end segment, through 

platforms such as Vinted. But there is also ReBuy, which specialises in 

selling refurbished electronics. The Dutch online Marktplaats [marketplace] 

is also a successful example of second-hand sales. 

It should be noted that thrift shops and other second-hand platforms not 

only counter the throw-away trend; they also partly run on it. After all, some 

of the second-hand trade involves products purchased on a whim that turn 
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out not to be satisfactory. Although selling them on prevents them from 

being discarded prematurely, it contributes just as much to increasing the 

number of garments per capita (Jansen, Van Paassen & Zegers, 2023).

Quest for a competitive revenue model 

An obstacle for companies pursuing sustainable and circular ways to 

produce and operate is that in many cases it is not possible to develop 

a revenue model that can compete with non-sustainable revenue 

models. Sustainable and circular products are often more expensive 

than non-sustainable products because the latter do not factor the cost of 

negative external effects – such as environmental pollution, poor working 

conditions, and depletion of natural resources – into the price. In addition, 

sustainable products are often more expensive because they are produced 

on only a small scale. The higher price deters many people from purchasing 

sustainable products (PBL, 2023b).

However, a number of start-ups have in recent years been exploring 

sustainable business models that may well be viable. In the circular 

economy literature (KPMG et al., 2019; Jonker et al., 2021), the ‘product-as-

a-service model’ for consumer goods is viewed as a promising alternative 

to the mainstream revenue model.

In the product-as-a-service model, selling as many products as possible 

is no longer the focus. The consumer concludes a usage contract with the 

supplier of, for example, a phone, an electric scooter, or a washing machine. 

The supplier retains ownership of the product and provides maintenance. 

As a result, the supplier’s revenues are no longer dependent solely on sales 

figures. Maintenance, repair, and refurbishment of products are becoming 

new sources of income and also a new way of retaining customers. Because 

they retain ownership of the product, suppliers can be expected to be more 

critical as regards the design, use of materials, and reparability of their 

products. The ability to adapt products to new requirements during the 

usage phase (i.e. updating and upgrading) is also becoming interesting for 

the supplier. The product-as-a-service model therefore includes incentives 

for pursuing strategies that are high on the R ladder.

In actual practice, however, few people are as yet opting for the contract 

models just described, which in many cases turn out to be more expensive 

than owning the relevant product.10 One reason for this is that many people 

have little or no idea of the negative impact of products.

In the business world, however, the product-as-a-service model is 

increasingly being adopted. The office furniture supplier Ahrend, for 

example, is developing a revenue model whereby the company sells less 

office furniture but its financial revenue flow can remain more or less the 

same thanks to provision of services. 

10 The exception to the rule is private car leasing. In 2022, 24% of the total number of leased cars fell into 
the private lease category (VNA, 2023).

23PRINTPHASING OUT THE THROW-AWAY SOCIETY | SECTION 2



2.3 Throwing away as an inherent part of the economy

The growing volume of products brought onto the market and – in line with 

this – the growth in the volume of discarded products is inherently linked 

to the current economic system. Within that system, the dominant revenue 

model, after all, is to maximise sales of the cheapest possible products. We 

highlight three key features of the prevailing economic system below.

Competition on cost efficiency

Competition on price – and by extension on cost efficiency – is a basic 

feature of the current economic system. This is apparent in the three 

product groups that are the focus of this advisory report: clothing, furniture, 

and electronics. In all three sectors, big international companies compete 

to achieve high turnover at the lowest possible production cost. In the 

quest for maximum cost efficiency, long production chains with a variety of 

suppliers and subcontractors are created, competing among themselves for 

the lowest possible price. Competition forces companies to search for the 

cheapest possible raw materials and product components and to achieve 

ever-increasing turnover by selling more and more products.  

Scaling up and concentration of market power

Competition on cost efficiency is accompanied by scaling up and 

concentration of market power. This is apparent in both the clothing and 

electronics sectors and – albeit to a lesser extent at present – in the furniture 

sector. Both manufacturers (which are increasingly international) and retail 

chains engage in scaling up. This has advantages for big manufacturers and 

retail chains, allowing them to further reduce costs and to be (even) more 

competitive than smaller market players, thus strengthening their market 

position, for example in negotiations with suppliers. The competitiveness 

of big producers helps explain why new entrants, such as circular economy 

businesses, are having such a hard time gaining a place on the market.  

Race to the bottom

The fact that there is no lower limit within the economic system as regards 

competition on cost efficiency, margin and revenue results in a ‘race to 

the bottom’. Examples can be found particularly in the fast fashion sector. 

This production chain is extremely focused on low costs and therefore 

unavoidably also on low product quality. The negative side-effects of this 

have already been referred to in Section 1: soil, air and water pollution, 

depletion of resources, high CO2 emissions and poor working conditions in 

both the production and disposal phases. Similar negative effects can be 

identified in the fast furniture and electronics sectors. 

It is difficult for producers to evade this race to the bottom, because 

otherwise they would lose market share and thus sales to producers that do 

in fact operate on the basis of this business strategy. 

The result: cheap, throw-away products

The three characteristics of the current economic system just outlined have 

resulted in the throw-away trend becoming an inherent component of the 

Dutch economy. The race to the bottom means that many products are 

of mediocre or poor quality, become defective more quickly, and – partly 

influenced by the marketing emphasis on new trends – are discarded faster.
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3 MECHANISMS  
 REINFORCING THE  
 THROW-AWAY TREND

In this section, we describe four mechanisms that maintain and reinforce 

the throw-away trend in society. It is important to recognise these 

mechanisms because they provide a starting point for finding solutions 

and policy measures that can reverse that trend.

3.1 Cost of negative external effects not factored in

The first mechanism that maintains and reinforces the throw-away trend 

involves the decision by producers of non-sustainable items not to factor 

into the product price the cost of negative effects that occur during 

production and waste processing (namely effects on the environment, 

climate, biodiversity, and working conditions). This enables them to keep 

the price of the items low. It therefore becomes very tempting for people 

to purchase fast fashion, fast furniture, and cheaply made consumer 

electronics. Most Dutch consumers who purchase non-sustainable 

products are hardly aware (if at all) that they are thereby maintaining a 

mechanism by which the cost of such harmful effects is passed on to the 

populations of the producing and waste-processing countries. These are 



effects that largely escape public notice because they occur elsewhere in 

the world.

If producers were to factor the negative effects during the production and 

disposal phases into the price of their products, they could use the mark-up 

to offset the negative effects in the countries concerned. However, most 

producers deliberately choose not to do this. Various studies show that even 

when the costs of external effects are relatively low, businesses generally 

do not choose to offset them.11 Governments within and beyond Europe 

have so far failed to take action against this. Regulation and enforcement 

are poor. This means that governments – indirectly – create conditions and 

opportunities for producers to pass on the cost of external effects to third 

parties with impunity. 

Without government intervention, it cannot be expected that this pattern 

– which, as we have seen, maintains and reinforces the throw-away 

society – will change anytime soon. Government’s failure to act so far is also 

because public finances benefit from perpetuating the throw-away society. 

After all, the public purse benefits from an economy that produces and 

consumes a great deal, thus generating more tax revenue.

11 See for example Do (2023). Similar sentiments were expressed at some of the expert meetings that we 
organised and during a working visit that we made to Fairphone. 

3.2 Shortening product lifespan as a commercial strategy

A second mechanism that maintains and reinforces the throw-away 

trend is the short lifespan of many non-sustainably produced goods. As 

we discussed in Section 2, this short lifespan can be the result of rapid 

manufacturing and working with low-quality materials and product 

components. Items therefore deteriorate faster and are discarded faster. 

To save on labour costs, manufacturers in the electronics and furniture 

sectors are also increasingly choosing to bond parts together with glue. 

This also shortens the lifespan of a product because glued parts are very 

difficult, or indeed impossible, to replace or repair. 

The limited options for repair of consumer electronics are also linked to the 

fact that electronics manufacturers often design their devices in such a way 

that it is only their own brand of replacement parts that can be fitted. As 

a result, companies licensed to replace these types of expensive branded 

parts have a monopoly on the repair market (Stil, 2023). And since many 

devices are nowadays linked to a digital ID, reselling devices on the second-

hand market is also sometimes possible to only a limited extent.12 

12 As a result of privacy and data protection regulations, producers and sellers have hardly any options 
for removing digital IDs. 
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The throw-away society and the four reinforcing mechanisms
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But there are also other factors at play. In many cases, the short lifespan 

of products is in fact the result of a deliberate choice on the part of the 

manufacturer. This phenomenon is referred to as ‘planned obsolescence’, 

i.e. programmed ageing (Jonker et al., 2018; Repsol, 2023). One well-

known case is that of the electric light bulb, which originally lasted so 

long that it was not commercially interesting to produce it. In 1925, the 

world’s eight largest light bulb manufacturers jointly decided to halve the 

lifespan. That approach has become the foundation of many companies’ 

operations. Products are deliberately developed so that they will need to be 

replaced within a relatively short time. A recent example of programmed 

obsolescence is mobile phones that are supported by the manufacturer 

with software updates for only two years after the final sale of the specific 

type, and after that can no longer be used properly. The EU intends putting 

a stop to this from 2025 by introducing a legal Right to Repair and legal 

requirements for the reusability and reparability of products. The EU also 

aims to increase the length of product guarantee periods. 

3.3 Insufficient attention to the waste processing phase in  

  product design

The design of many products takes hardly any account of what happens 

to the product, and the raw materials used in it, during the disposal phase. 

This is another mechanism that contributes to the throw-away trend and 

amplifies its negative effects. For example, the decision by manufacturers 

of electronics and furniture to glue parts together (see above) results in it 

being impossible to dismantle such products after they are disposed of. 

Responsible and safe processing at the waste stage is then impossible. 

Goods end up whole in the incinerator or elsewhere (outside the 

Netherlands) in a landfill. Opportunities for reusing parts or recycling raw 

materials are thus simply eliminated.

There is a historical background to the lack of government regulations 

regarding this point. In the Netherlands, the waste processing sector has 

traditionally been separate from the production sector – not just in practice 

but also in the relevant legislation (namely the Environmental Management 

Act [Wet milieubeheer]). This situation means that producers have long 

been left out of the picture in the waste processing regulations. There was 

therefore no policy in place that incentivised producers to already consider 

responsible and safe waste processing and resource recovery at the design 

stage.

However, the government has since opted to gradually introduce a system 

of ‘extended producer responsibility’ (EPR) for various product groups. This 

gives producers more responsibility for the disposal phase of their products 

(see box).
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What is EPR?

EPR is a government scheme that defines, according to product 

group, the responsibility that producers (and importers) bear for the 

waste processing of the products that they place on the market. The 

government can impose EPR schemes for individual product groups, 

with specific targets and requirements. An EPR scheme makes producers 

financially and often organisationally responsible for waste management. 

Producers that are subject to an EPR scheme are required to pay a 

disposal management fee. The cost of the disposal phase is therefore 

no longer borne by society (via the municipality) but by the producers. 

Producers can request the minister to issue an order declaring the 

disposal fee generally binding (an ‘AVV’), so that all relevant producers 

contribute to the cost of the scheme. 

So far, only a limited number of EPR schemes have been imposed, 

including for electrical and electronic appliances, batteries and more 

recently mattresses and textiles. These schemes mainly comprise collection 

and processing obligations that make low-grade recycling possible. More 

high-grade recycling also requires attention to sorting and reusing product 

components and raw materials. This leads to higher costs and is often 

not cost-effective for the producer. It is only the recently introduced EPR 

scheme for the textile sector that contains more far-reaching arrangements 

regarding these points.  

3.4 Lack of information about products

A fourth mechanism contributing to the throw-away problem is that making 

a responsible choice from the available product range is often made difficult 

by a lack of unambiguous and reliable information about the sustainability 

aspect. 

According to surveys, many people do consider sustainability important 

(PBL, 2023b; Milieu Centraal, 2023). For example, a significant proportion 

of the Dutch population are willing to purchase fewer garments each year.13 

Many people also say they are open to purchasing products with a long 

lifespan and second-hand or refurbished products, and to getting defective 

goods repaired. However, this is reflected in their actual behaviour to only 

a very limited extent (Bouman & Steg, 2022; Sparkman et al., 2022). Only 

a quarter of those who say they wish to live sustainably actually behave 

accordingly (Milieu Centraal, 2023). 

That people struggle to make a responsible choice or to refrain from 

making a purchase is unsurprising. The sustainable choice is often 

unavailable or proves to be unaffordable. Moreover, people also allow 

their decision to be influenced by countless other considerations. For 

instance, they are constantly tempted by advertising and influencers to 

purchase non-sustainable products. One important effect of this persistent 

marketing is that purchasing certain products is associated with a happy 

and successful life. People feel that having the latest fashion in clothing, the 

13 Purchasing fewer items of clothing is an example of Refuse behaviour, the highest rung on the R 
ladder.

29PRINTPHASING OUT THE THROW-AWAY SOCIETY | SECTION 3



trendiest furniture, and the latest mobile phone is quite simply the norm 

(Gössling et al., 2019). This contributes to the steady growth in the volume 

of products that are purchased – as well as discarded. 

Making responsible choices is further complicated by a lack of relevant 

information. For instance, people generally have little information about 

the origin and environmental impact of products. They are also unable to 

properly assess the quality and lifespan of a product and how easy it is 

to repair in the event of a defect. It is therefore often the lowest price that 

is the deciding factor when buying something. When using a product, it 

then proves difficult to determine the right time to replace it. That involves 

balancing the cost of actual use against how long the product will last and 

what it costs to maintain it. In actual practice, people take the easy way 

out and rely on their own subjective assessment. This ‘mental book value’ 

of products usually tends to be too low, resulting in many products being 

discarded earlier than necessary (Van den Berge et al., 2021; Van den Berge 

et al., 2023).

It is in fact no coincidence that consumers have so little understanding 

of the sustainable or non-sustainable properties of products, given that 

producers are often reluctant to be transparent about their origin and 

environmental impact. Long production chains mean that they themselves 

often have only limited knowledge of the conditions under which products 

are manufactured and where and how the raw materials are extracted. The 

public’s lack of information is compounded by ‘greenwashing’. This involves 

producers making sustainability claims without being able to properly 

substantiate them, or applying such low standards that the claims they 

make are in fact misleading (Van den Eerenbeemt, 2022).14 

The multitude of ‘sustainability labels’ that producers circulate, sometimes 

with the best intentions, may also lead to unclear information. It is 

often impossible for consumers to determine what these labels actually 

mean and the extent to which they are reliable. The lack of standardised 

certification gives producers scope for presenting a prettier picture of the 

reality, or to omit information (Wicker et al., 2022).15 

14 The Netherlands Authority for Consumers and Markets (ACM) has been investigating greenwashing 
since 2020 and has launched an offensive against misleading labels.

15 The New York Times reported in April 2022 that organic cotton certificates had been issued worldwide 
for a quantity six times larger than the quantity of organic cotton actually produced.
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How can we reverse the throw-away trend in today’s economy? This 

section discusses four possible solutions that are being pursued in the EU 

and in the Netherlands. For each of them, we outline an ideal situation, 

assess the potential impact of current policy initiatives, and determine 

whether additional steps are needed on the part of the Dutch government. 

We believe that in the longer term, more fundamental interventions 

in the economic system will be unavoidable, as we also explain in this 

section.

4.1 Set sustainability requirements for products and  

  production processes

Ideal situation

The situation in which the negative impacts of non-sustainable products 

are not factored into their price must be brought to an end. Products must 

also meet high, sustainable quality standards. This ideally means that in the 

future:

4 APPROACHES FOR  
 REVERSING THE TREND 



• in the production phase, no more negative environmental impacts and 

poor working conditions will be passed on to the producing countries; 

• products will have a ‘true price’;16

• producers will be required to disclose (a) the raw materials and materials 

used and (b) the circumstances of raw material extraction and product 

manufacturing;

• products will meet high quality standards, will be made as standard 

from raw materials that are highly recyclable, and will consist largely of 

recovered raw materials.

How is the EU working towards this solution?

The European Commission intends imposing requirements for the 

reusability and reparability of products. These requirements will be included 

in the Ecodesign Regulation, which will also make it obligatory to use 

sustainable raw materials and to reuse recovered raw materials (European 

Commission, 2020). The regulation will also make a European digital 

product passport mandatory, stating the raw materials and other resources 

involved, and the origin of products. The European product passport will be 

an important means of registration and control. At a later date, it can also 

be used to ensure the proper processing and recycling of products. 

The EU is also taking steps to enforce greater transparency of production 

chains by means of the Corporate Sustainable Due Diligence Directive 

16 There are various definitions of a ‘true price’ (True Price Foundation, 2020). We assume that products 
have a true price when the costs of external effects that occur during production processes are no 
longer diverted onto people and nature.

(CSDDD) and the Corporate Sustainable Reporting Directive (CSRD). 

Adopted in 2022, the CSRD obliges large companies to report, beginning in 

2024, on the impact of their activities on people and the environment.

In addition, the EU has for many years been pursuing policies to reduce 

the use of hazardous substances in products by means of the REACH 

Regulation. This focuses on protecting humans and the environment from 

hazardous chemicals.17 A ban is currently being prepared on the use of 

formaldehyde, a type of adhesive used, for example, in furniture. The ban 

will also be included in the REACH Regulation.

Finally, there is the European Union Deforestation-free Regulation (EUDR). 

This legislation, which came into force on 29 June 2023, aims to ensure that 

production chains do not contribute to deforestation or forest degradation. 

How is the Dutch government working towards this solution?

The Dutch government has been working since 2020 on new legislation 

within the framework of International Responsible Business Conduct 

(‘IRBC’) (BZ, 2020a). The new rules are intended to ensure that Dutch 

companies doing business abroad do so in a socially responsible manner, 

taking account of human rights, working conditions, and the environment 

(BZ, 2020b). They also make companies responsible for the actions of 

suppliers and for tackling abuses within their production chains. To help 

companies meet these requirements, an IRBC support centre has been set 

up (RVO, 2023). 

17 REACH stands for the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and restriction of CHemicals.
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Work is also under way on methods for quantifying the impact of external 

effects in specific monetary terms, using, inter alia, the Environmental 

Pricing Handbook (CE Delft, 2023). In this context, true pricing methods are 

also being developed (Transitiecoalitie Voedsel, 2020).

What else is needed?

In addition to existing policy, we believe the Dutch government should 

focus on promoting the true pricing of products. This should be done both 

at EU level (by means of the legislation referred to above) and nationally (by 

encouraging initiatives aimed at promoting true pricing). 

The objective here should go beyond merely carrying out studies and 

conducting non-committal experiments. It is important for government 

to focus on making true pricing enforceable. This could include imposing 

levies on products that can be shown to have involved external effects 

during production abroad which were not compensated for. Having a 

reverse burden of proof is also a possibility: imposing a levy on products 

that cannot be shown to have been produced sustainably and responsibly. 

In this context, the Netherlands Scientific Council for Government Policy 

(WRR) recently noted that, in the absence of true pricing for non-sustainable 

products, there is a competitive disadvantage for companies that do 

produce sustainably (WRR, 2023). Until such time as true pricing is made 

mandatory, sustainable products therefore deserve extra support. The Dutch 

government could, for example, allow sustainable initiatives to enjoy tax 

relief in their corporate income tax. 

The aforementioned European digital product passport will eventually 

ensure greater transparency about production chains and raw materials. 

For competition reasons, companies are often reluctant to reveal their 

production data. It is therefore necessary for the government to focus 

more strongly on making reliable data available from within production 

chains. This should include requiring producers to collect and release the 

necessary data.

4.2 Make longer use and reuse of products the norm

Ideal situation

The situation in which many goods are discarded prematurely must be 

brought to an end. Longer use and reuse of products must become the new 

normal. This ideally means that in the future:

• everybody will have become used to products lasting a long time, being 

easy to repair, and capable of being updated as and when necessary 

(and will also understand why this is economically, environmentally, and 

socially necessary);

• components and raw materials from discarded products will to a large 

extent be recovered through proper collection, sorting, and processing; 

• recovered parts and raw materials will be of high quality, cheaper than 

primary raw materials, and constitute the main raw material for new 

products.
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How is the EU working towards this solution?

The European Commission is currently working on three policy initiatives 

to ensure that the lifespan of products increases:  

• With the Ecodesign Regulation, the Commission aims to set 

requirements for the reusability and reparability of products and the 

amount of recycled material in new products. Mobile phones and tablets, 

for example, must be designed so as to be easier to repair, refurbish, and 

maintain (European Commission, 2023a). Besides electronics, textiles 

and furniture are priority product groups for which product requirements 

will be introduced in the coming years. The Commission also intends 

including a ban in the Ecodesign Regulation on the destruction of unsold 

goods (European Commission, 2020). 

• With a Right to Repair, the Commission aims to ensure that people can 

have products repaired not only within the two-year guarantee period 

(which is often usual), but also beyond it (Right to Repair Europe, 2023). 

A repair label will also be introduced indicating how easy a product is to 

repair. Such a label already exists in France.

• With the Consumer Sales Directive (EU Directive 2019/771) – in force 

since 1 January 2022 – the EU aims to ensure that producers extend the 

guarantee periods on their products.

The potential impact of the proposed Ecodesign Regulation is significant. 

We see it as a crucial tool for phasing out the throw-away society. The 

Netherlands’ current commitment to ambitious implementation of that 

regulation therefore deserves support.

 

The regulation is still being negotiated with the European Council and the 

European Parliament. Design requirements will subsequently be established 

for each product or product group. It is expected that it will be several years, 

possibly until 2030, before the design requirements take effect. Whether the 

rules will then be as strict as the European Commission currently envisages 

will depend on the course of the negotiations. 

Creation of the Right to Repair is still at a very early stage, and little can 

yet be said about what its impact will be. It should be noted that the 

Commission is currently also considering whether a right to a guarantee 

can be legally enforced. 

How is the Dutch government working towards this solution?

In the National Circular Economy Programme 2023–2030 (NPCE) (IenW, 

2023a), the Dutch government has stated the aim of setting up a nationwide 

network of circular craft centres. That network is intended to ensure that 

more products are repaired and reused, rather than being thrown away. 

The availability of municipal craft centres can also help increase people’s 

‘reparability awareness’. 

A register of repairers is also being drawn up in the framework of the 

NPCE; this is intended to normalise getting products repaired and to help 

consumers find a repairer. The NPCE also states that the legal possibilities 

will be investigated for requiring retailers to offer a certain proportion of 

second-hand products. (The investigation in fact recently commenced.)
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It is still uncertain whether setting up a nationwide network of circular 

craft centres is in fact feasible. The first problem is whether enough skilled 

workers are available to staff all the centres. Secondly, it is questionable 

whether organising the network at municipal level is wise in all cases. From 

the point of view of efficiency and the required expertise, there is a lot to be 

said for relying on specialised regional repair centres for more complicated 

repairs (for example of laptops or TVs).

What else is needed?

People will need to get used to the idea that stuff is reparable. For repair 

to be possible, authorised repairers will need access to replacement 

parts, which is often not the case at the moment. It must also be made 

more financially attractive to have things repaired. This can be achieved 

in the short term by reducing or eliminating the VAT on repairs, making 

them more affordable.18 In the longer term, consideration can be given to 

shifting from taxation of labour to taxation of resource use. In addition, the 

Netherlands could actively contribute to ongoing EU deliberations on the 

mandatory extension of guarantee periods and the introduction of a Right 

to Repair. At the same time, the Netherlands will then need to work towards 

better enforcement of the provisions in the current European guarantee 

directive. 

18 Eliminating the VAT on the repair of appliances is not comparable to abolishing it on fruit, which SEO 
(2023) concluded will have little noticeable effect on people’s daily diet. A key difference is that the cost 
of repairs is usually considerable. 

Purchasing second-hand items will also need to become commonplace. 

This is already the case online with platforms such as Marketplace, Vinted, 

and ReBuy. In ‘bricks-and-mortar shops’ (i.e. actual physical shops), 

buying second-hand products is not yet common, partly because second-

hand shops are currently not very visible for shoppers. They are often 

located outside the centre of municipalities due to high rents in shopping 

centres. Government can play an enabling role here by applying flanking 

business location policy when allocating land, or by concluding operating 

agreements with property developers. One might also consider making it 

obligatory to offer second-hand items in existing shops.19 

4.3 Ensure value retention of products, components, and  

  raw materials

Ideal situation

The situation in which the design of many products is not aligned with what 

happens to the product, and the raw materials used in it, during the disposal 

phase must be brought to an end. This ideally means that in the future:

• how a product and its components and raw materials can be given a 

new lease of life in the disposal phase will form the basic principle for its 

design;

• preventing the waste of raw materials will be a central focus throughout 

the life cycle of products;

19 The Zeeman textile chain is currently experimenting with this.
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• producers, users, and government will share responsibility for high-

grade recycling and reuse of raw materials – in other words: for 

preserving the value of products.

Value retention of products

Value retention of products involves using the products, their 

components, or raw materials incorporated into them for as long as 

possible and at the highest possible quality level. This can be achieved 

by repairing and refurbishing products, reusing parts and raw materials, 

and/or ensuring high-grade recycling of the raw materials.

How is the EU working towards this solution?

The EU’s Waste Framework Directive came into force in 2008. This sets out 

measures to protect public health and the environment through proper 

waste management. Pursuant to the directive, EU Member States can 

establish a system of ‘extended producer responsibility’ (EPR) at national 

level, making producers responsible for the disposal phase of the products 

that they place on the market (see Section 3.3). The Ecodesign Regulation 

referred to above also contributes to this by means of product design 

requirements aimed at high-grade recycling and reuse of raw materials.

How is the Dutch government working towards this solution?

Based on the European Waste Framework Directive, the Dutch government 

can impose an EPR scheme for specific products. There is now an EPR 

scheme for car tyres and cars that are being scrapped, batteries, electrical 

and electronic equipment, textiles, packaging, disposable plastic, and 

tobacco. At the initiative of producers, an EPR scheme has recently been set 

up for mattresses and a start has been made on exploring the introduction 

of one for furniture (Afval Circulair, 2023).

What else is needed?

Value retention of product components and raw materials requires 

cooperation and control throughout the entire chain of design, production, 

consumption, and waste processing. Premature disposal of goods needs to 

be prevented, while reuse, repair, and recycling of discarded products and 

raw materials needs to be encouraged. For this to take place, it is important 

to remove the restrictions that currently apply to the management, 

transport, and use of discarded items. Current legal provisions on dealing 

with ‘waste’, for example, make reuse and repair difficult. Given that 

these provisions stem from EU policy, the Netherlands should push for 

change within the EU. Specifically, the Netherlands should urge the EU to 

press for adjustment of waste management regulations within the World 

Trade Organisation (WTO) and the United Nations Industrial Development 

Organisation (UNIDO). Reuse of secondary (recovered) raw materials 

should be facilitated more effectively in the regulations, but obviously 

without losing sight of environmental and safety concerns. 

In the context of phasing out the throw-away society, EPR schemes 

will need to include requirements for the reusability and (high-grade) 

recyclability of product components and raw materials. It is also important 
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in this regard that municipalities and municipal waste utilities are given a 

greater role in the creation of EPR schemes (Backes & Boeve, 2022). 

In our view, all this calls for an independent chain management 

organisation for each product group, similar to the product boards 

[productschappen] that were done away with in 2013. Such an organisation 

is needed so as to involve parties right along the entire chain of a product 

group in actions to ensure value retention. The organisation will need to 

focus on longer-lasting products and improved opportunities for repair and 

reuse. It will also need to ensure that there is greater coordination within 

the chain. Management of the chain could be entrusted to a partnership 

of companies and public parties within a product group. The partnership 

would then have the statutory authority to ensure retention of the value of 

products, components, and raw materials. 

There is a gap in the current regulations as regards direct internet sales 

from outside the EU (Staatsblad, 2023). Such sales lead to large quantities 

of goods entering the market whose producers or importers cannot be 

made subject to an EPR scheme or compelled to join a chain management 

organisation. As long as these kinds of companies – most of them China-

based – cannot be required to appoint an authorised representative, they 

can continue to evade Dutch and EU legislation and regulations. This 

seriously undermines the phasing out of the throw-away society. In our 

view, government should push for regulation of this issue within the EU.

Finally, we believe that the Dutch government should focus more 

explicitly on effective large-scale collection, sorting, and recycling of 

discarded products and raw materials. This can be achieved, for example, 

by encouraging collection of bulky waste at people’s front door and by 

supporting technological innovation initiatives in the field of recycling.

4.4 Encourage sustainable choices by consumers

Ideal situation

The situation in which making a responsible choice from the product range 

is made difficult by a lack of unambiguous and reliable information about 

sustainability must be brought to an end. This ideally means that in the 

future:

• consumers will base their purchasing behaviour on readily available, 

accessible, and reliable information on the origin and environmental 

impact of products;

• consumers will view purchasing non-sustainable and non-responsible 

products as a thing of the past (like smoking, for example); 

• producers will be open and transparent about their products and will be 

inspired to do better; 

• ‘sustainable’ will be the norm, both in marketing and in government 

communications, with the government itself leading by example.

How is the EU working towards this solution?

In March 2023, the European Commission proposed a directive on green 

claims, aimed at protecting people against misleading green claims made 

by producers. The relevant rules are being tightened up. When something 
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is sold as being a ‘green’ product, it really should be green. The EU also 

adopted the Consumer Protection Modernisation Directive in 2019 with the 

aim of ensuring improved enforcement of European consumer rules.

In addition, the EU has introduced an Ecolabel (European Commission, 

2023b). This indicates that a product has a relatively small negative impact 

on the environment, health, climate, and natural resources. It takes account 

of the entire life cycle of the product, from raw materials and packaging to 

distribution, use, and waste processing. The requirements are defined in 

such a way that only 10-20% of products can be awarded the label.

How is the Dutch government working towards this solution?

The Dutch government aims to make sustainable choices ‘logical, easy and 

fair’ for consumers. The behavioural strategy it has developed to achieve 

this focuses on removing obstacles and exploiting incentives (IenW, 2023b). 

Currently, the government supports consumer education about 

sustainability mainly by subsidising the Milieu Centraal foundation (Milieu 

Centraal, 2022), which provides information on sustainable choices, such 

as purchasing second-hand clothing or getting defective appliances 

repaired.20 Organisations such as the Dutch Consumers Association 

[Consumentenbond] also regularly highlight sustainable product choices. 

The SMK (Environmental Label) Foundation [Stichting Milieukeur] handles 

20 Visits to Milieu Centraal’s website have doubled to 9 million over the past four years. Its reach via other 
channels is also increasing strongly.

certification for the EU Ecolabel in the Netherlands, receiving funding from 

central government for that purpose (SMK, 2022).21 

To counter ‘greenwashing’ and other forms of deception, the Dutch 

government amended the Dutch Advertising Code in May 2022. This means 

that the Netherlands now complies with the EU’s Consumer Protection 

Modernisation Directive. The Code now defines more specifically when 

advertising is considered misleading. For example, providers are not 

allowed to display search results without clearly indicating cases of paid 

advertising, to make use of false reviews, or to give misleading information 

about price reductions (Stichting Reclame Code, 2022). The Authority for 

Consumers and Markets (ACM) monitors companies’ use of green claims 

on behalf of the government.

Action is also being taken at lower levels of government against advertising 

in public space for non-sustainable products, activities, and businesses. The 

city of Haarlem banned meat advertising in 2022, for example. Amsterdam, 

Leiden, and The Hague had previously decided to ban advertising for air 

travel, petrol-driven cars, and the fossil industry (Stichting OneWorld, 2023). 

This can be extended to other non-sustainable products.

21 A total of 83,593 products and services in the EU have been certified with the EU Ecolabel. In the 
Netherlands, the SMK awarded its certificate for 1,673 products and services, which is a 34% increase 
compared with the previous year. The number of certificate holders increased to 60 (+9%).
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What else is needed?

Making sustainable choices by consumers logical, easy, and fair requires 

more than just the effective provision of information about the sustainability 

(or otherwise) of products and production processes. After all, an informed 

consumer is not yet a sustainable consumer. What is required is for 

consumers to convert their knowledge of sustainability into sustainable 

behaviour. It is important here to recognise that for many people, ingrained 

patterns of behaviour are a barrier they find difficult to cross (Bouman et al., 

2023). Consumers need to feel supported if they make sustainable choices 

that are contrary to the prevailing throw-away norm. They need a bit of a 

push. Specifically, this requires the following:

• Sustainable choices should be readily available and affordable. At the 

moment, that is often not the case. For instance, second-hand shops are 

mostly located outside shopping centres and getting products repaired 

is generally relatively expensive. Sustainable, circular items also often 

cost more than ‘regular’ items because external effects on humans and 

the environment have been allowed for during production. To influence 

assessment of the price, it may be helpful to introduce a lifespan or 

repair label.22 After all, your assessment of the price will be different 

when you recognise that a cheap product has only a short lifespan or is 

difficult to repair – and so is in fact a case of ‘false economy’. When used 

carefully, repair discounts, buy-back guarantees, and circularity bonuses 

can also encourage sustainable choices.

22 The Dutch Consumer Association has experience with lifespan tests.

• Advertising for non-sustainable products should ultimately be banned. 

Start by imposing a ban on such advertising in public space, both locally 

and nationally.

• Rock-bottom offers that promote hunting for cheap bargains and 

encourage impulse purchases should be curtailed. This can be achieved 

by concluding relevant agreements with the retail sector and by further 

tightening up the Dutch Advertising Code.

• The government should run appealing publicity campaigns to highlight 

the inviting prospect of a healthy and liveable world. Such campaigns 

can provide examples of the sustainable choices that consumers can 

make and how easy it is to do so. In this way, the government can appeal 

to the quality and sustainability awareness shared – according to various 

surveys – by broad groups within society (PBL, 2023b; Milieu Centraal, 

2023; Mirande, 2023). 

4.5 For the longer term: fundamental intervention in the  

  economic system

The possible solutions outlined above are aimed at countering the four 

mechanisms that are driving the throw-away society and which we 

identified in Section 3. Structural commitment to these possible solutions 

will help to slow down the throw-away trend to the maximum extent and to 

set a lower limit to the economic race to the bottom. They offer guidelines 

for the next five years.
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This is not enough, however, for the longer term. To create an economy 

that is sustainable on all fronts, the government will need to intervene in 

some structural features of the economic system. Such more fundamental 

interventions are beyond the short-term horizon of the present advisory 

report. Nevertheless, we feel it is important to briefly draw attention to 

them here. We list some necessary interventions below, based on previous 

advisory reports that we have issued (Rli, 2015; Rli, 2019; Rli, 2021a). 

Bringing about the transition to a sustainable economy requires 

interventions and efforts taking many years. It also requires visionary ideas 

as to the design of that new economy. In our 2019 and 2021 reports, we 

identified a certain ‘lack of vision’ in this regard. We noted that the pursuit 

of structural growth in GDP alone offers insufficient guidance for creating 

a future-proof economy that remains within the planetary boundaries 

(Rli 2021a). 

The following principles will need to guide the transition to a sustainable 

economy: 

• Promote true pricing of products by deploying the instruments of 

standard-setting and pricing  

The aim of this principle is to ensure that it is no longer possible to pass 

on external effects that cause harm to people and the environment, but 

that the market can still continue to operate. An intervention whereby the 

government imposes levies on goods whose production process has led 

to negative external effects that have not been compensated for in the 

country concerned is in line with this.

• Tax the use of primary raw materials more and labour less  

The aim of this principle is to transform the tax system in such a way 

that it promotes processes that bring a sustainable economy closer and 

inhibits processes that do not fit in with such an economy. In 2015, we 

found that the current tax system taxes labour more than the use of 

primary resources (Rli, 2015). This system encourages production and 

consumption on the one hand (which is undesirable in a sustainable, 

circular economy), while on the other making it profitable to cut labour 

costs (which leads to work being carried out in low-wage countries, 

under poor working conditions). The current tax system thus works to 

the detriment of the transition to a sustainable, circular economy.23 We 

realise that a reformed system that taxes labour lower and resource 

use higher is a medium-term challenge that requires the necessary 

investigation, but we consider it important to start thinking about it in 

the short term. In doing so, the government should consider the many 

reports that have already been published on this subject. 

• Promote an anti-throw-away attitude – structurally, actively, and 

throughout society 

The aim of this principle is to encourage people to make more 

sustainable choices. The government will need to develop a broad, 

comprehensive strategy for this. As with the anti-smoking campaigns 

that the government initiated as early as the 1960s (Alliantie Nederland 

Rookvrij, 2018), fostering an anti-throw-away attitude is likely to require 

long-term efforts. 

23 This finding is underlined by the New era. New plan report, to which four leading accountancy firms 
contributed (The Ex’tax Project et al., 2016).
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5 CONCLUSIONS AND  
 RECOMMENDATIONS

In this final section, we draw conclusions based on our analysis in the 

previous sections. We then go on to set out our recommendations. In 

doing so, we articulate the possible solutions we outlined in Section 4 in 

the form of specific policy interventions. We describe both measures that 

central government can put in place and those that require commitment 

at municipal level. 

5.1 Conclusions

Tackling the throw-away problem is a matter of urgency

Today’s throw-away society has for decades already had a disastrous 

impact on the environment and life on our planet. The volume of products 

purchased is increasing, while the lifespan and useful life of products 

is decreasing. This trend contributes to depletion of natural resources, 

environmental pollution, wastage of raw materials, and exploitation of 

labour. Tackling this issue is a matter of urgency. However, that urgency is 

not yet sufficiently recognised, either politically or socially.



Switching to sustainable production and consumption is still a step too  

far for many

The Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (PBL) recently showed 

that the proportion of circular producers in the Netherlands has been static 

at around 6% for a number of years. In other words, the transition to a 

sustainable and circular economy is hardly getting off the ground. In our 

view, this will not change as long as large-scale throwing away of products 

– that have often been used for only a short time – remains the norm. 

In drawing up this advisory report, we came across many entrepreneurs 

with circular and sustainable ambitions that run counter to the throw-away 

trend. At the same time, we see few real success stories emerging to join 

the well-known examples of MUD Jeans, Fairphone, and Auping. Many 

companies simply cannot manage to stay in business as long as the throw-

away society, with its cheap non-sustainable products, is dominant. There 

are also many companies that want to become more sustainable but find it 

difficult to be the first to take the plunge as long as their competitors do not 

do the same. Consumers likewise remain stuck in the established scheme 

of things. Although they are increasingly aware of the negative effects of 

consumption, they too often find that switching to sustainable behaviour is 

still a big step. 

The transition is also proceeding with difficulty in terms of policy. Despite 

efforts by various policy departments, members of government and 

politicians, the transition to a sustainable and circular economy is still a 

neglected element in government policy. It is precisely for this reason that 

tackling the throw-away problem is vitally important. Actively phasing 

out the throw-away society is a first specific step by which the Dutch 

government can really accelerate the transition to a sustainable and circular 

economy. 

Reversing the throw-away trend is difficult but achievable 

Global competition on cost efficiency is forcing companies to pursue ever-

higher sales volumes based on cheaply made products of throw-away 

quality. In other words, the throw-away society is closely intertwined with 

the current economic system, which makes it difficult to do anything about 

it. However, the government does in fact have resources and options for 

reversing the throw-away trend. Steps to do so can be taken in both the 

short and medium term. 

For the short term – the focus of the present advisory report – we propose 

a mix of measures that the government can impose at national level or 

press for at European level. The fact that there are a number of mechanisms 

that maintain and reinforce the throw-away society (see Section 3) means 

that there is no single all-important ‘control knob’ for the government 

to turn. Government intervention will need to focus on several tracks 

simultaneously. The recommendations we discuss in the following 

sub-section therefore entail specific interventions in a variety of areas. 

These are measures that the government can put in place over the next 

five years. Together, they will have a restraining effect on the throw-away 

society.
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Ultimately, however, more will be necessary. In the medium term, as we 

indicated at the end of Section 4, the government will need to bring about 

three fundamental changes in the economic system in order for a situation 

to emerge with (1) true prices for products, (2) less taxation on labour and 

more taxation on primary raw materials, and (3) an anti-throw-away attitude 

in society as a whole. These changes are indispensable for (4) the desired 

transition to a sustainable economy in which structural growth of GDP is no 

longer the primary focus, but moves within the planetary boundaries. 

5.2 Recommendations

In this sub-section, we present five recommendations, each involving a 

number of specific policy interventions that the government can implement 

so as to begin phasing out the throw-away society in the coming years. 

These interventions give concrete shape to the four possible solutions 

that we described in Section 4 of this report. Most of the interventions are 

addressed to central government and some to local government. 

Government intervention will need to be simultaneous along the five tracks 

outlined in the recommendations. The policy interventions that we propose 

sometimes overlap with one another. That is logical, given that in phasing out 

the throw-away society government will need to turn a number of ‘control 

knobs’ simultaneously and in conjunction with one another. However, the 

priority will need to be on ensuring sustainable production processes. 

Achieving success in this area is essential if we are to phase out the throw-

away society, and our first recommendation therefore focuses on it.

1 Enforce sustainable production processes, on the way towards true  

 product pricing 

To be able to phase out the throw-away society, it is essential that 

production processes are as sustainable as possible and that products 

have a true price, i.e. a price that factors in the cost of their impact on 

people and the environment. EU regulations and directives currently 

under development (notably the Ecodesign Regulation and the business 

transparency directives) offer an exceptional opportunity to enforce such 

sustainability. Both nationally and in an EU context, the Dutch government 

will need to push hard for ambitious content and implementation of this 

legislation.

Through all these requirements and obligations, a movement can be 

initiated towards sustainable and responsible production, true pricing, and 

reduction of the large-scale consumption of natural resources.

Specifically, we recommend that central government act as follows:

• Call at EU level for ambitious content of the Ecodesign Regulation and 

sufficient resources to implement it. When the details of the regulation 

are drafted, push for strict requirements for each product group regarding 

product design, use of reusable raw materials, lifespan, and reparability. 

Also set requirements for the use of recycled materials in new products. 

Make use of the know-how available at Dutch manufacturers and sector 

organisations. 
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Recommendations

Assist consumers to make 
sustainable choices and protect 
them against manipulation

Strive for longer-lasting 
products by focusing on 
reuse and repair

Enforce sustainable production 
processes, on the way to true 
product pricing

As government, take the 
lead, coordinate matters, 
and set a good example

Strive for value retention through 
reuse, high-grade recycling, and 
improved EPR schemes

44PRINTPHASING OUT THE THROW-AWAY SOCIETY | SECTION 5



• Ensure ambitious content and implementation of national legislation 

and regulations on International Responsible Business Conduct (IRBC). 

Require producers to disclose the environmental and labour impacts 

associated with raw material extraction and production processes, 

including those of suppliers. Also require producers to disclose how they 

combat malpractice. 

• Argue at EU level for strict European requirements for the transparency 

of production chains. To that end, push for ambitious content and 

implementation of the Corporate Sustainable Due Diligence Directive 

(CSDDD) and the Corporate Sustainable Reporting Directive (CSRD).

• Oblige Dutch producers to share their product data. it is indispensable 

for monitoring International Responsible Business Conduct. Such an 

obligation also allows Dutch companies to prepare for introduction of the 

European Commission’s proposed digital product passport. 

• Draw up a research and policy agenda to work towards true pricing in 

the medium term, with the hidden costs of human and environmental 

impacts being factored into product prices. 

2 Strive for longer-lasting products by focusing on reuse and repair

It is important that the government take structural measures aimed at 

increasing product lifespans and encouraging reuse and repair. This must 

make it easier and affordable for consumers to purchase high-quality 

second-hand products and to have defective items repaired.

Specifically, we recommend that central government act as follows:

• Promote a professional repair market by mandating that authorised 

repairers have access to spare parts from all electronics chains. In 

addition, make use of the opportunities offered by the pending EU Right 

to Repair and the Consumer Sales Directive to extend guarantee periods. 

We also propose two interventions aimed at both central government and 

municipalities:

• Make repairing defective items more affordable for consumers. Central 

government: Abolish the VAT on repairs. In addition, start investigating 

revision of the tax system (see Section 4.5). Municipalities: Make 

repairing products cheaper for low-income groups by means of repair 

discounts, to be financed from municipal social funds. Lessons can be 

drawn from the experience gained with this in Amsterdam. 

• Make second-hand shops and second-hand items more accessible and 

visible, and thus a standard component of the retail offer and shopping 

experience. Central government: Require larger (non-second-hand) retail 

chains to offer more second-hand products. Municipalities: Ensure that a 

proportion (say 10%) of floor space in shopping centres is made available 

for the sale of second-hand products. In doing so, make maximum use of 

available policy instruments. 

3 Strive for value retention through reuse, high-grade recycling, and  

 improved EPR schemes

To ensure value retention of products, product components and raw 

materials, government will need to strive for better product design and 
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improved, more professional collection, sorting, reuse, and recycling of 

discarded products. It will need to set higher requirements in EPR schemes 

for high-grade reuse and recycling. It will also need to ensure that parties 

such as municipalities and municipal waste processing services are fully 

involved in drawing up EPR schemes. 

Specifically, we recommend that central government act as follows:

• Press within the EU, the World Trade Organisation (WTO), and the United 

Nations Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO) for revision of 

the rules regarding waste. The current rules on the use, transport, and 

processing of discarded products are not in line with the aim of ensuring 

the reuse and recovery of products, product components, and raw 

materials.

• Strive for improved, larger-scale collection, sorting, reuse and recycling 

of discarded products. This can be achieved, for example, by (1) providing 

financial support for technological innovations in sorting and recycling 

discarded clothing; (2) requiring retailers to introduce a doorstep return 

system for large products such as washing machines, mattresses, and 

seating furniture; and (3) introducing a deposit scheme for batteries (to 

improve collection and prevent them causing fires in waste). 

• Encourage Dutch producers to make large-scale use of recycled raw 

materials by offsetting the additional costs fiscally. This can be achieved, 

for example, by deducting the additional costs from corporate income 

tax. In this way, the price differential between virgin raw materials and 

(currently more expensive) reclaimed raw materials can be bridged, and 

reuse of raw materials encouraged.

• Exercise greater government control of the content of EPR schemes. It is 

particularly important to set more stringent requirements for collection, 

sorting, high-quality reuse, and high-grade recycling of discarded 

products and raw materials. To that end, increase the requirements over 

a period of time (as was done with the EPR scheme for the textile sector) 

and alter the waste management contribution paid by producers so that 

improved product design and reuse become worthwhile. 

• Ensure that municipalities and municipal waste processing services are 

involved in drawing up EPR schemes. It is important that they have a 

voice in the relevant decision-making with a view to coordinating the 

work effectively and sharing the burden fairly. 

• Investigate the possibility of setting up of an independent chain 

management organisation that will involve parties throughout a product 

group’s chain in the tasks aimed at value retention. That organisation 

will need to focus on ensuring collection, sorting, reuse, and recycling 

of discarded products and raw materials, in so far as the requirements 

regarding these points fall outside the legal frameworks of EPR schemes. 

A chain management organisation can also focus on improved product 

design and it can replace the practice of declaring EPR schemes binding 

on all producers involved in a particular product group. The product 

boards that were done away with in 2013 can serve as a model. 

• Ensure proper enforcement of the objectives laid down in EPR schemes.

46PRINTPHASING OUT THE THROW-AWAY SOCIETY | SECTION 5



We also propose an intervention specifically aimed at municipalities:

• Make municipal waste recycling centres more accessible and organise 

them in such a way that sorting of reusable or repairable goods takes 

place as the default, before discarded items disappear into the waste 

skips. 

4 Assist consumers to make sustainable choices and protect them  

 against manipulation 

Making a responsible choice from the product range offered by shops is 

often difficult because of a lack of unambiguous and reliable information 

about sustainability. To promote behavioural change among consumers, 

government will need to ensure that information on the origin and 

environmental impact of products is readily available, accessible, and 

reliable. Sustainable products must also be easily accessible and affordable. 

Government will also need to ensure that people feel they are supported in 

making responsible choices, and that they are protected from being misled 

and lured into making impulsive purchases.

Specifically, we recommend that central government act as follows:

• Introduce a lifespan label and a repair label with information on the 

expected useful life and reparability of a product. This can prevent 

products from being discarded too soon and can contribute to making 

product repair ‘normal’. A repair label can be introduced without waiting 

for the advent of an EU version; until such time as an EU label arrives, 

the Dutch government can introduce a national label. The French initiative 

in this area can serve as a model.

• Assist people in turning sustainability awareness into sustainable 

behaviour, doing so with the behavioural strategy that was recently 

developed for this purpose (IenW, 2023b). Run publicity campaigns 

to clarify the harmful effects that consumption has on people and the 

environment, and highlight the inviting prospect of a healthy and liveable 

world. Spread the idea that it helps not to purchase something: ‘the 

most sustainable product is the one you don’t buy’. To support deliberate 

and sustainable consumption choices, invest more in the information 

activities of Milieu Centraal, which is an important source of information 

for people who want to know more about this.

• Ban or discourage rock-bottom pricing of products that – combined 

with targeted marketing campaigns – mostly encourages impulsive 

purchases, and prohibit the discarding and destruction of unsold stock. 

In this way, also force producers to think more carefully in advance about 

the numbers of products that they place on the market and the quality 

of those products. Draw up an agreement with retailers and the second-

hand sector that includes arrangements to stop promotion of cheap 

bargains by means of rock-bottom pricing, and encourage the donation 

or sale of unsold stock to the second-hand circuit

• Raise awareness of the EU Ecolabel and push its wider application to 

products and services in the Netherlands.

• Press in Brussels for ambitious content and implementation of the EU 

rules against greenwashing that are in the pipeline. Ensure adequate 

national oversight of the use of sustainability labels and sustainability 

claims. To that end, require producers to share their product data.
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• Explore ways to limit advertising for disposable products that have 

harmful effects. Start by restricting advertising in public space that 

urges people to purchase products whose production involves negative 

environmental impacts or poor working conditions. In doing so, learn 

from the experience of various cities in banning advertising for air 

travel, petrol-driven cars and the fossil industry, on the one hand, and 

experience of restricting smoking and gambling advertising on the other.

5 As government, take the lead, coordinate matters, and set a good  

 example 

If results are to be achieved, it is therefore crucial for central government 

to adopt an active, enabling, and coordinating role in this regard. That 

starts by taking the phasing out of the throw-away society seriously as a 

precondition for the transition to a sustainable economy. It is important 

that there is stronger commitment to this transition at cabinet level, both in 

terms of the coordinating minister or state secretary and the government 

budget allocated for this purpose. The directing role of government should 

be fulfilled along three different tracks. We are therefore making three 

recommendations to the Dutch government in this regard: 

• Support and protect consumers in purchasing products. Make clear 

how consumers can contribute to sustainability themselves, and create 

the necessary conditions for them to do so. To that end, implement the 

interventions described in recommendation 4.

• Support the business community in reducing harmful impacts of their 

products and production chains. Ensure that it is clearer to companies 

what ‘sustainability’ or ‘circularity’ actually mean in practice for their 

business operations, and what consequences EU legislation and 

regulations in this field have on their business. To that end, set up 

support centres for each different sector (because there are major 

differences between sectors).

• Take the lead, coordinate matters, and lead by example. Based on the 

recommendations set out in this advisory report, draw up a plan for 

phasing out the throw-away society and reducing consumption of 

resources. To that end, ensure more robust cross-ministry coordination at 

cabinet level. In doing so, free up substantially more capacity for phasing 

out the disposable economy and transitioning towards a sustainable 

economy. At the same time, provide more budgetary resources for this. 

The measures described in this section will require a substantially larger 

budget than is currently allocated for the transition to a circular economy. 

Finally, require public authorities to make their procurement sustainable 

and circular.
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