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Theme 6: The COVID-19
challenge is also an opportunity

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused dis-
ruptions and surfaced new challenges
in various aspects affecting all sectors.
For the eco-conscious entrepreneur,
the pandemic has caused unprecedent-
ed disruption in the supply chain that
includes demand drops, supply short-
ages, inventory placement challenges,
and increase in prices. Adding to this,
he noted that there is an increase in

the use of single use plastics for both
medical use and delivery-related items.
He likewise noted that this has forced
retailers to move their operations in the
digital space to continue operating.

This additional layer of challenge has
affected all personas especially from the
economic standpoint. For the hesitant
neighborhood organizer: “Napakahirap
ang pandemic. Mahirap makahanap ng
trabaho. Mahirap ang transportasyon.
Mahal ang bilihin.” [The pandemic is
very hard. It's very hard to find a job.
Transportation is difficult. Prices are

high.] But despite that, the hesitant
neighborhood organizer was able to find
new hobbies that involves recycling of
plastic waste. “Naging plantita ako sa
pandemic. Walang ibang libangan eh.
Yung mga plastic containers ginagawa
kong paso. Dun ko tinatanim mga flow-
ers at gulay ko. Pati yung mga tirang
pagkain nagiging fertilizer.” [| became

a “plant auntie” during the pandemic.
There is no other way to kill time. | turn
the plastic containers into plant pots.
That’s where | plant my flowers and veg-
etables. Even our leftover food becomes
fertilizer.]

The community enabler also agrees

that the pandemic disrupted their waste
collection, cleanup, and kitchen waste
composting drives. But she mentions
that the lockdown allowed them to focus
on their urban gardens. She believes
that the urban garden is a good way to
promote segregation of kitchen waste,
recycling of plastic waste, and pro-

mote healthy living. “Sa urban garden
kasi nagco-composting kami ng tirang
pagkain sa mga bahay. Nagiging
fertilizer yun. Yung mga plastic din na
nakokolekta namin, nire-recycle namin
at ginagawa naming paso. Maganda
ang urban garden kasi nakakabili na ng
mura at masustansyang gulay.” [In the
urban garden, we compost leftover food
we collect from the houses. It becomes
fertilizer. The plastics that we collect, we
recycle and turn into plant pots. The ur-
ban garden is beautiful because you can
buy cheap and healthy vegetables.]




Circular Economy-related projects and
Initiatives including the actors involved
do not seem to follow a common and
cohesive strategic vision. Fragmenta-
tion is evident in the current ecosystem
as claimed by various interviewees. The
social innovator attests to this: “There
are a lot of sustainability and waste
management initiatives in Metro Manila.
But the question is, are they working
together? Are they guided by a common
goal or a circular economy framework?
| think this is an opportunity for the na-
tional government to provide guidance.”
The eco-conscious entrepreneur asserts
that the government is “key in providing
the overall direction of the business
community that includes technical ad-
vice and incentivization programs.”

It is also evident from the data collected
from different sectors that there is frag-
mentation in the perspectives and inter-

Theme 7: Fragmentation in the System

pretation of the concept. Of the seven
personas identified in this study, only the
social innovator and the waste manager
has claimed that she has a good grasp
of what circular economy is but does not
claim that she is a subject matter expert.
The rest of the personas mentioned that
they are not familiar and that this is their
first time to hear of the circular economy
concept. This is also evidenced on their
perspective where it is mostly limited

on downstream activities such as waste
management and consumer behavior.

The Ellen Macarthur Foundation (2016)
is explicit in its recommendations that
to have an effective implementation of
circular economy, there needs to have
a systemic and collaborative approach
“to overcome the limitations of today’s
incremental improvements and frag-
mented initiatives.”
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Conclusion

& Recommendations

This study presents the findings and
insights on the rapid ethnographic
research on circular economy in the city
of Pasig. This also provides an analysis
on the thematic insights surfaced from
the lived experiences of various perso-
nas who represent the various sectors in
the current circular economy ecosystem
in the city. The study also provided us
with an opportunity on how these actors
behave within the current system, what
their goals are, and the myriad of ideas
and solutions that they have brought
forward to pursue a more inclusive and
sustainable city. The interviews not only
provided us with insights on how a cir-
cular economy will look like in the urban
setting but also allowed us to have an
intimate look into their collective dreams
and aspirations. While the topic most
certainly focuses more on waste man-
agement, this is understood as an entry
point in the broader circular economy
conversation being the most obvious
and painful issue experienced by the
citizens.

The following are the set of recommen-
dations taken from the lived experiences
of the personas and the thematic in-
sights explained in the previous section:

1. Diversity is a feature. The
insights from this study indicate the
need to have a more inclusive approach
when implementing circular econo-

my solutions in the city. It is therefore
imperative to involve all the sectors and
approach design and implementation
from a collaborative and participatory
perspective. Approaching this from the
perspective of inclusiveness, there is a
need to conduct bottom-up processes
to co-design the problem agenda and
foster participation in solutions-making
and generate ownership during imple-
mentation.

2. Structure as an enabler. Sys-
tem structures create a shared sense of
direction among the communities and
catalyzes towards a collective set of
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action and innovation to support circular
economy in the city. We refer to system
structures here as proposed by Bai, et
al. (2016) that encompasses the physical,
social, ecological, and economic. Beau-
ty or aesthetics can have a profound
effect on people’s use of the space.
Hence, cities who aspire to be circular
need to keep in mind social behavior
when designing and putting in place
interventions and solutions to create an
aesthetic domino effect encouraging
physical transformation in cities. For ex-
ample, Pasig City’s Comprehensive Land
and Water Use Plan (or CLWUP) (2016)
highlights the emerging opportunities of
the growing Mixed-Use Developments
(MXDs) that combines residential, com-
mercial, and cultural areas in the city.
Blending that circular economy princi-
ples in the design of MXDs will ensure
that these policy and physical structures
are integral from the beginning.

3. Not a single-point solution but

a portfolio. Since circular econo-
my is a complex challenge, a portfolio
approach is needed that encompasses
policy, advocacy, interventions, and
behavior. We refer to a portfolio as

a coherent set of interventions that
are logically linked together that can

help address the systemic challenges
by leveraging on each other thereby
creating a bigger impact. To achieve a
circular economy in the city, multiple
levers of change should be considered
that encompasses policymaking, design
of products or materials, innovation and
experimentation of new solutions, and
leveraging existing nascent communi-
ty-based solutions, among others. For
example, urban gardens and MRFs are
nascent bottom-up solutions that can be
transformed into a hub for citizen-driven
policymaking, education, creativity, and
innovation.

4. Accessible incentivization.

The insights learned from this study
point to the fact that when value is at-
tached to waste, it becomes a resource.
There is therefore a need to communi-
cate that waste is a valuable resource
where communities can earn from
especially when including innovative
value-adding activities. It is also essen-
tial to make incentivization accessible
for all, especially to both businesses and
communities. Accessibility includes not
just providing various streams targeting
different sectors but also communicating
them well, so people know about them.
Incentivization goes beyond just seg-
regation, recycling, and re-use but also

in re-designing products and materials
to lengthen the lifetime and making
them easily separatable and recycla-
ble. In addition, there is also a need to
incentivize businesses to rethink their
business model that reduces waste from
the beginning and changing consumers’
behavior.

5. Cohesive and integrated CE

governance. The Ellen Macarthur
Foundation (2016) has proposed to
establish policies and mechanisms that
provide dedicated and stable funding for
collection and sorting through fair indus-
try contributions to ensure that recycling
and upcycling is economically viable and
scalable. While there are existing laws
and policies in the Philippines that are

in place (e.g. Solid Waste Management
Act of 2019 [RA 9003], Philippine Green
Jobs Act of 2016 [RA 10771], National
Plan of Action on Marine Litter [set to be
released]), implementing these uniformly
on the ground is another story. There

is therefore a need to provide a gover-
nance mechanism to ensure coherent,
cohesive, and integrated framework that
circular economy actors can adhere to.
In addition, the local government also
needs to build trust among government
agencies and different sectors in the
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design, planning, and monitoring and
evaluation, while ensuring transparency
and accountability in the implementation
of these governance mechanisms.

This paper is an attempt to show that
rapid ethnography is an alternative
approach to generate rich and in-depth
qualitative data and capture a wide
range of perspectives from sectoral
representatives presented as a persona.
Shifting towards a more citizen-centered
approach is transformational because

it places the citizens in the heart of the
problem-solving process. While this
research is limited to Pasig City, consid-
ered as a microcosm of Metro Manila,
the insights gained, and lessons learned
may be applied to other cities in the
region. This study can also be used as
a springboard for ideating solutions that
will target a specific sector ensuring

that it is focused on the needs of the
persona. Finally, rapid ethnography is
one of many methodologies used to
understanding the problem and should
be used alongside or layer with other
research methods especially when tack-
ling systemic challenges such as circular
economy.

It is worth noting that there is still a

lot of opportunities to do research on
implementing circular economy, most
especially in the cities. According to an
article by UN Department of Economic
and Social Affairs (2018), 55 percent of
the world’s population lives in urban
cities in 2018 but is projected to balloon
to 68 percent (two-thirds) by 2050. The
effect is that cities will be grappling
with the effects of the current wasteful
linear economic system. Implementing
a circular economy in the city will allow
for policymakers to rethink how we
build sustainably, how we move people
efficiently, and how we produce and
consume products sustainably. This
paper, therefore, is a proactive step
towards reimagining how cities should
strive to be more inclusive, sustainable,
and circular.
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