Recycling Paris 2024: how UK innovation is shaping sustainable olympics legacies
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What 'Made in the UK' Means in 2025: The Legacy of the Paris 2024 Olympics
As the curtains closed on the Paris 2024 Olympics and Paralympics, questions arose regarding the fate of the vibrant flags that adorned the French capital for six weeks. The flags, which proudly displayed the location and date of the Games, were destined for recycling instead of landfill, reflecting a decisive shift towards sustainability. This initiative, part of a broader commitment by the organising committee to create the “most sustainable Olympics ever,” saw a substantial shipment of these colourful emblems processed at Project Re:claim—Britain's pioneering textile recycling facility located in Kettering, England.
Established in 2024 by the recycler and clothing manufacturer Project Plan B, in collaboration with the Salvation Army Trading Company, Project Re:claim holds promise for the future of textile recycling in the UK. With the capacity to process 2,500 tonnes of polyester annually, the team aims to double this by the end of 2025. However, challenges persist. The facility currently only handles mono-material polyester, necessitating the manual removal of blended fibres, a labour-intensive process insufficient to meet the demands of its machinery. Without improvements in the speed and accuracy of sorting technologies, the facility is constrained, operating intermittently due to the energy-intensive ramp-up needed for daily processing.
Despite these challenges, the founders view Project Re:claim as a vital pilot for industry-wide recycling methods. Tim Cross, founder of Project Plan B, established the Circular Textiles Foundation in 2021 to assist UK retailers in designing garments with recycling in mind. “We’re trying to keep a garment in use as long as possible. Then, at the end of its life, we want to get the resources back out,” he articulated, emphasising a sustainable approach to garment lifecycle management.
The sustainability legacy of the Paris Games extends beyond mere flags. Initiatives spearheaded by Parley for the Oceans illustrate how recycling and adaptability can intertwine with public art. In a remarkable collaboration, materials from Christo and Jeanne-Claude's iconic 'L'Arc de Triomphe, Wrapped' installation are being repurposed into practical structures for the Olympics. This endeavour involves transforming 25,000 square metres of polypropylene fabric and 3,000 metres of red rope into innovative tents and shade structures, as lauded by Paris Mayor Anne Hidalgo. Such activities underscore the art world’s growing responsibility in climate action, showcasing a model that intertwines art and sustainable practice.
In an exemplary illustration of this recycling culture, a giant Olympic flag, originally intended for display on the Eiffel Tower but left unused due to adverse weather conditions, is finding new life. Announced by Paris 2024 President Tony Estanguet, this flag will be transformed into clothing through a partnership with Decathlon. This decision not only reflects a commitment to sustainability but also highlights the potential for large-scale events to minimise their environmental footprints through innovative material reuse.
Beyond textiles, the Paris 2024 Olympics plans to repurpose a vast range of equipment, with promises that 90% of the six million items—including sports gear and furniture—will be given a second chance rather than cast aside. This includes providing memorabilia opportunities for fans, like flags used in medal ceremonies and torch relays, all the while ensuring that temporary structures are relocated for community use in underserved areas.
The efforts embedded within the Paris 2024 framework resonate with a growing trend towards a circular economy, positioning the upcoming Games as a pioneer in sustainable large-scale events. The organising committee has laid out ten commitments focused on circularity, including reusing and recycling all temporary infrastructure and marketing materials post-Games. These initiatives not only set a new standard but also invite future events to adopt similar models of sustainability, ensuring that the ethos of recycling and responsibility extends well beyond the Olympic rings.
As we look towards 2025, the discussion of what 'Made in the UK' signifies will increasingly incorporate themes of sustainability and innovation. The endeavours surrounding the Paris 2024 Olympics offer a blueprint, illustrating that with collaboration, creativity, and commitment, industry-wide shifts toward a sustainable future are not merely aspirational but entirely achievable.
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