Netherlands shows how bricks, data and procurement can make UK construction circular
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The editorial position in Richard Steer’s Building piece is clear: the UK cannot keep treating demolition as disposal while we pretend the planet has an endless warehouse of materials. Steer points to a striking example from the Netherlands to illustrate what a practical, policy-backed shift toward circular construction looks like. In Amsterdam, a city intent on being fully circular by 2050 and halving virgin material use by 2030 has funded a tangible, almost charmingly tactile solution: a robot that collects, sorts and repaves with part-washed bricks salvaged from the city’s streets. The point isn’t novelty for novelty’s sake; it’s a demonstration that circular practice can be scaled, measured and embedded in daily operations. As Steer notes, this is part of a broader trend toward rethinking the built environment rather than simply recycling the same old approach. He stresses a simple, blunt line that underpins the argument: “We demolish too much, recover too little.” In other words, the circular economy is not a niche ideal but a real-world business case that can influence both performance and cost. The Netherlands’ experimentation sits within a global movement that also includes rising attention in the United States, Europe and beyond, where policy and procurement are increasingly aligned with circular objectives. 
What does this look like in policy and practice, and what can the UK learn from it? The Dutch government’s long-term circular-economy plan lays out ambitious targets that inform both public procurement and infrastructure design. By 2050, the Netherlands aims to be fully circular, with a milestone of roughly halving primary abiotic material use by 2030 and a mandate that a growing share of materials in infrastructure projects be circular well before then. One concrete mechanism is the material passport, a data-rich record of a building’s or asset’s constituent materials that supports disassembly, reuse and shared value in future projects. This approach is being piloted and scaled in various forms across Amsterdam and its region, where Madaster’s material-passport platform has become a cornerstone of planning and refurbishment efforts. In practical terms, projects such as the Schiphol Trade Park near Hoofddorp have reached a landmark milestone as the world’s first business park completed with a Madaster material passport, highlighting how such data can unlock reuse potential across the lifecycle of infrastructure and real estate. Within the UK, similar attempts are already visible in the form of pilots aimed at salvaged and recycled components; for instance, a high-profile east London initiative explores building a residential block entirely from recycled materials, reflecting a growing appetite for systemic change rather than isolated experiments. These threads—policy targets, data-enabled procurement, and hands-on pilot projects—point toward a future where circularity is standard practice rather than a niche add-on. 
The path toward this future is not without obstacles. In the Netherlands, the transition is framed as a national programme supported by data sharing, robust material passports and a structured approach to reuse in both construction and demolition. In parallel, in the United Kingdom and England more broadly, there is a recognition that the shift must be anchored in solid data and consistent policy signals. A 2020 government progress report on England’s recycling and recovery targets notes that while performance has improved in some areas, not all targets were met, with household recycling persistence affected by extraordinary circumstances such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Yet the report also highlights encouraging benchmarks—non-hazardous construction and demolition waste recovery figures well above the 70% target in 2018—and points to future reforms designed to harmonise recycling collections and expand producer responsibility. Beyond the core recycling targets, the report underscores the importance of data quality and transparent reporting to support embodied-carbon accounting, long-term asset management and more ambitious circular procurement. In short, the UK experience aligns with broader European learning: better data, clearer regulations and more robust frameworks for reuse and disassembly will be essential to unlocking the cost and carbon savings that circular construction promises. 
In conclusion, circular construction is not a passing phase but an inevitable evolution in how we design, build and manage our infrastructure and cities. The Dutch example—where material passports, circular targets and real-world pilots are moving from theory to practice—offers a blueprint for the UK to adapt, scale and ultimately excel in a circular economy. If the winds of ESG and embodied-carbon reporting continue to rise, the next generation of construction professionals will be trained to prioritise lifecycle thinking by default. The Netherlands has shown a concrete path forward; the question for the UK remains whether we will embrace it at scale, bringing reclaimed bricks, salvaged steel and disassembly-ready designs into every major project, one repaved brick at a time.
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