
SUSTAINABILITY

Utrecht University (UU) works 
towards sustainability in all its 
operations. This plan outlines our 
goals for circularity and the steps we 
are taking to achieve them.

OUR ROUTE TO 2030: 
HOW WE WORK ON 
CIRCULARITY

"A university where 
products, materials and 
knowledge keep circulating 
for a sustainable world."

Our ambition

The R Ladder helps us to choose. The best choices are at 
the top: use less, reuse and repair. Discarding or burning is 
at the bottom. The higher it is on the ladder, the better it is 
for the world.

Why is working on circularity 
important (to us)?
In the current economy, many products are made, 
used and then discarded. This leads to an enormous 
mountain of waste, additional carbon emissions 
and exhaustion of important resources. We do 
not want to contribute to that as UU. That is why 
we encourage reuse and make the concious choice 
for renewable resources which can grow back. By 
doing so, we save a lot of energy, prevent waste and 
enhance biodiversity, as fewer resources that put 
pressure on nature are needed. In this way, we ensure 
that the Earth still has plenty to offer in the future.

Imagine a campus where waste no longer exists. 
Everything we have left becomes a resource for 
something new. Construction materials from 
renovations receive a second life in new buildings. 

Furniture, laboratory equipment and IT 
resources are recycled, repaired, shared 

or reused. We use what the Earth 
provides us with cleverly and share 
our knowledge about this with the 
world. This way, we make Utrecht 
University an inspiring example of a 
circular organisation.
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Our dream 

Prevent R1 - Refuse: Preventing the use 
of raw materials by 
abandoning a product 
and its function.

R2a - Reduce:	

R2b - Redesign:	

Reduce raw 
materials 
or use them 
smarter

Reduce use of raw 
materials or use 
materials with a 
longer lifespan.

Redesigning a 
product so that it is 
demountable or so 
that fewer materials 
are needed.

R8 - Recycle	

R9 - Recover	

Beneficial use 
of materials 
and resources

Processing used 
materials into raw 
materials of the same 
(high-grade) or lesser 
(low-grade) quality.

Incineration of 
materials with energy 
recovery.

R10 - Landfill:	Dumping Materials that 
cannot (now) remain 
in the production 
chain are landfilled 
(e.g. hazardous 
substances).

R3 - Reuse:

R4 - Repair:	

R5 - Refurbish:	

R6 - Remanufacture:	

R7 - Repurpose:	

Extending 
product and 
component life

Reuse of a product 
(second-hand)

Maintenance and 
repair of a product.

Refurbishing or 
modernising a 
product.

Reuse of product 
parts for a new 
product.

Reuse of a product for 
another function.
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Buildings and outside spaces
In 2030, we will mostly build and renovate 
circularly. We will develop buildings 
which can easily be disassembled. We will 
use natural materials and reuse what is 
already there.

We will investigate how we can set a maximum for 
the carbon emissions of our construction projects 
and how we can actively guide towards this.

For every construction project, we will apply 
circular rules: we will choose materials which last 
for a long time, can be used more often and can 
easily be detached without breaking them.

Every building will receive a 'passport' which shows 
exactly which materials are in it, so we will know 
from the beginning how we can reuse them later.

Before we demolish or renovate, we will look at 
which materials we can give a second life on our 
own campus or in outside spaces.

For our outside spaces as well, we will choose 
materials which last long and are reusable.

We will investigate how we can modify our 
accounting system to take reuse and residual 
value into consideration, to make the construction 
of circular buildings more financially appealing.

We will save and reuse water where this is 
possible.

Supporting resources
In 2030, circular working will be the 
standard for all our service departments. 
We will not discard things just because, 
but reuse them instead. Together with our 
partners, we will ensure that everything 
we have will last for as long as possible. 

We will maintain and repair our items, and share 
them where possible. This makes products last 
longer and we will have to buy new things 
less often.

We will only buy new products if reusing or 
buying used products is not an option, in which 
case we will always choose items that can be 
reused to prevent waste.

Furniture, computers and other devices we have 
left over will receive a second life within the 
university or with our partners.

Our approach 
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What we will do:  

What we will do:  



SUSTAINABILITY

Waste and residual materials
In 2030, Utrecht University will operate 
fully waste-free (zero waste). This means 
we will not produce useless waste 
anymore and that residual materials will 
be recycled sustainably into new resources.

Purchase
In 2030, UU will practise 100% circular 
purchasing, unless doing so is really not 
possible. We will use the 'R Ladder' for this.

We will separate waste at all locations for the 
purpose of reducing residual waste to an absolute 
minimum. From 2026 onwards, we will collect 
waste 100% separately. All our buildings will have 
zero-waste certificates in 2030.

We will set up a central logistics centre for storage, 
repair or disassembly of big materials, such as 
furniture, construction materials and devices. We 
will use small hubs for standard waste flows, such 
as plastic, paper and organic waste, in order to 
reduce transport.

For each type of product, we will make a plan for 
reuse or sustainable processing.

With a waste dashboard, we will keep track of our 
progress and share the results.

We will ensure that the entire university purchases 
goods and services in the same, sustainable way.

In each contract with a supplier, we will set clear 
agreements on sustainability, circularity and 
reuse. And we will ask them about the possibility 
to maintain and repair products, as well as 
returning them to their respective suppliers at the 
end of their lifespans.

We will train our staff members who are in charge 
of the contracts and purchases, so they will know 
exactly how to make the best circular choices.

Before we purchase something, we will not only 
assess the current price, but also the total costs 
and environmental effects across the entire 
lifespan of the product.

Food and drinks
In 2030, all our food and drinks will be 
sustainable and circular. We will choose 
products which are good for the soil, 
biodiversity and climate, and prevent 
wasting resources.

We will make a strategy for sustainable and 
appealing food and drinks.

We will work with suppliers who make their 
products in ways which help nature recover.

We will discard as little food as possible. What is 
left over, we will reuse in a clever way.

Together with caterers, students and researchers, 
we will provide reusable packaging and make it 
clear where our waste will go to.
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What we will do:  

What we will do:  

What we will do:  

Working on a sustainable UU together 
This plan is a part of our bigger mission to be a sustainable 
university. We learn every day and share this knowledge with 
the world around us.
More information can be found on: 
uu.nl/en/organisation/sustainability-at-the-university 
Contact: duurzaamheid@uu.nl

http://uu.nl/en/organisation/sustainability-at-the-university

