Introduction

The Institute for a Circular Society (i4CS) is excited to introduce the next round of Seed Funding. Are
you a researcher at TU/e, WUR, UU or UMCU and passionate about advancing circular solutions
through interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary collaboration and innovative research? Then this is
your opportunity to team up with EWUU colleagues, develop collaborative projects and drive impact
in the pursuit for a circular society.

Aim and approach of the seed call
With this seed call i4CS:
- initiates and supports innovative ideas and perspectives on developing circular systemic
solutions for future proof regions and healthcare.
- facilitates and stimulates collaboration with (relevant) societal stakeholders.
- stimulates inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration including researchers of the four EWUU
partners.

The approach for this call is to challenge researchers to address knowledge gaps encountered by
societal partners. This way we aim to inspire academic research with societal impact and the
potential to be transformative and drive systemic change towards a circular society.

Please note that seed projects are intended to kick-start a hopefully longer collaboration between
societal partners, researchers of the EWUU institutes and the EWUU institute for a Circular Society.

This call covers four topics that were developed with the following societal partners:
e Rethinking medical products in healthcare and assessing possibilities for application of low-
impact materials — UMC Utrecht
e Tackling the Housing Crisis with Fast and Circular Concepts — ROM Utrecht
e Mapping and Recovery of Critical Materials for Circular Construction — ROM Utrecht

Preliminary research questions for each of the topics can be found in Annex 1-3.

Researchers can apply for a seed fund

(see details below). The research questions in
the annex will be discussed and further developed during the Co-creation event, together with the
societal partners. This is then followed up with a match making event specifically for researchers
who want to participate in this seedcall.



Co-creation and Matchmaking event — June 8, 2026

Researchers from the four EWUU alliance universities are invited to develop transdisciplinary
research proposals that contribute to resolving the knowledge gaps as described in Annex 1-4. To
facilitate the development of relevant research proposals, i4CS organises a Co-creation and
Matchmaking event where researchers are facilitated to interact with representatives of the societal
stakeholders, find other researchers from the four institutes to collaborate with and develop
research ideas together and in coherence with the societal stakeholders involved.

During the Co-creation event each of the four topics (see previous page) will be addressed in a
separate sub-track in which:

- The Societal stakeholder will present how they (aim to) contribute to a circular society and
provide insight into the knowledge gaps and (research) questions that they encounter in
practice.

- Practitioners and researchers will explore and discuss the presented questions with the aim
to supplement and improve them.

- The resulting research questions are then validated by the societal stakeholders and used as
a starting point for the development of project ideas in the Matchmaking event in the
afternoon.

During the Matchmaking event:

- Researchers from the different Alliance partners and societal stakeholders are invited to join
forces and are facilitated to form teams.

- Research teams can start to develop their project ideas and discuss these with the societal
stakeholder and do some groundwork to develop their research proposal.

Main conditions of the seed fund grant

— Proposals for one of the seed-fund topics are eligible to receive a grant if:

o At least two researchers from the submitting team have participated in the
conference sub-track related to their proposal.

o Scientists from different disciplines and from at least two EWUU institutions are
involved in the project team. Involvement of more EWUU institutes and more
disciplines will be rated higher in the evaluation.

o The proposal includes a plan on how the societal stakeholder(s) will be involved in
the research project.

— The maximum budget per proposal is 40 k€, which means that a total of 4 grants can be
awarded. The grant money may be used for:

o Hiring temporary researchers or other relevant staff.

o Extending research time of existing staff (i.e. financing substitution of teaching);

o Activities that are relevant to achieve the goal of the proposal such as organising
dialogue or scenario sessions, network building, action research, citizen science and
stakeholder events.

— The deadline for submission of proposals is 18 September 2026 before 5 pm. Between the
Co-creation and Matchmaking event and the deadline, a short update meeting will be
planned with each team to discuss the progress, the collaboration with the societal partner
and to provide further guidance where needed.

The proposals will be evaluated by a panel with members of at least three EWUU partners on added
value of the collaboration, research quality and impact potential. We aim for a decision before 1
October 2026.



- Terms and Conditions
- Application form
- Template Budget

Should you have any further questions at this point, please do not hesitate to contact Sacha Tensen,
program manager Circular society: s.tensen@uu.nl

Feel free to share this announcement with your colleagues.

This call is organised by the Institute for a Circular Society, an initiative of the alliance of Eindhoven
University of Technology, Wageningen University & Research, Utrecht University, and the University
Medical Centre Utrecht (EWUU). We aim to do groundbreaking research relevant for practical
solutions contributing to a circular society.


mailto:s.tensen@uu.nl

According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development X, the Dutch healthcare
system ranks among the best worldwide in terms of access, equity and clinical outcomes. At the
same time, healthcare in the Netherlands accounts for approximately 13% of national material use
and 4% of total waste streams. The high use of especially disposable products, produced in low-wage
countries also leads to other risks: hospitals are increasingly facing problems in the supply of medical
products?, even incidentally leading to surgeries being cancelled. Reducing the material use of
healthcare without compromising quality of care can therefore be seen as both an ecological as well
as a societal priority.

The Dutch University Medical Centers, united in UMC NL (formerly NFU), @7 Refuse

. . . . . . (weigeren)
developed a shortlist of 22 high-impact medical disposables with strong
reduction potential®! containing recommendations for R-strategies per Research
product to reduce the impact (see picture). For a number of products \* (onderzoeken)

Redesign

(herontwerpen)

research and/or redesign is recommended. In this, EWUU-researchers can &
play an important role.

. . . d
With this call we therefor aim to encourage and support researchers from % Eir::fd.:;m)
different disciplines to collaborate and provide new insights to support the
development, production and uptake of medical products that are (more) f% Reuse

) (hergebruiken)

circular by design!®, with a particular focus on the application of low-
impact (biobased, secondary, recyclable) materials in medical products and devices. The following
cases can be considered as a research focus:

- Modular design of medical braces with Return to Sender concept (UMCU).
Focus areas: circular design and businessmodels, reqgulatory challenges and behaviour
change.

- Development and application of sustainable, low-impact cast (UMCU)
Focus areas: life cycle impact of different alternatives, (re)design with low impact materials.

- Redesign of one or more of the products from the UMCNL shortlist
Research projects should at least address one or more of the following knowledge questions:

5) What are the most important barriers and opportunities for the design, development and
use of (more) circular products and how can these be addressed?

b) Potential barriers with regards to the modular brace are cost and complexity of
logistics, legal barriers like MDR regulation, hygiene requirements and the need to
change the businessmodel . Are these indeed relevant barriers and if so, how could
these be addressed?

b) With regards to the sustainable cast, lack of life cycle information to make informed
decisions about available alternatives is perceived as important barrier. Can this be
addressed in an easy and efficient way? Another potential barrier could be the
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perception and preference of healthcare professionals, who often favor disposable
and plastic products because these are seen as hygienic and innovative.

5) Which business models (and logistics systems) are most suitable for circular or reusable
medical devices ike a modular brace land how could these be promoted?

5) What is the potential and added value of using low impact materials for the production of
medical products and devices, like braces and cast? Is the use of low-impact materials in
medical products viable and desirable from a functional, technical, environmental and
health perspective?

5) How can redesign and in particular increasing the application of low-impact materials be
done in such a way that it leads to less and less diverse waste (more mono streams),
enabling optimized waste collection and recycling?

5) Specifically for reusable alternatives: What are important points of attention in the redesign
of and application of low-impact materials in medical products when taking into account the
sterilization process?

How could uptake and acceptance of circular alternatives be increased? What can be learned from
the recent introduction of the biobased speculum at the UMC Utrecht? What are the factors
(currently) creating either resistance or support to implementation and/or use of circular
alternatives for high-impact products

Sources:

[11 R)VM Knowledge brief: Sustainability Reporting in Healthcare: The Impact of the CSRD on the Dutch
Healthcare Sector

[2] stjjeend tekort aan medische hulpmiddelen in ziekenhuizen

31 Medische disposables waarop de meeste milieuwinst te behalen is

[4 with circular by design we mean that in the design, the entire life cycle of a product (production, use and
end of life stage) is taken into account, ensuring that products are long lasting (durable, repairable, reusable)
made from low-impact materials and easy to disassemble and recycle.
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Tackling the Housing Crisis with Fast and Circular Concepts

The Netherlands, like many other countries, is confronted with a profound housing crisis. As of 2024,
the estimated housing shortage amounts to approximately 317,000 dwellings, and the national
government targets to deliver around 900,000 new homes by 2030%. Achieving this target poses
significant challenges due to a combination of structural, spatial, regulatory, and environmental
constraints. Key obstacles include the limited availability of land, increasing demand for flexible and
adaptable housing typologies in response to changing household compositions (e.g. the growth of
single-person households), lengthy and complex legal and permitting procedures, restrictions
associated with the nitrogen (stikstof) crisis, and rising construction costs resulting from material
scarcity and labour shortages. Collectively, these factors constrain the capacity of the construction
sector to deliver housing at the required scale and pace, while simultaneously exacerbating
environmental pressures and resource inefficiencies.

In response to the urgent housing shortage, governmental and market actors have launched several
initiatives aimed at accelerating housing delivery, such as the Innovation and Upscaling Housing
Programme!2, Parallel Planningl, and collaborative platforms including NH Bouwstroom!., These
initiatives emphasize collaboration, (digital) innovation, and industrialized construction as key
strategies to increase construction speed and scalability. However, within many acceleration-focused
approaches sustainability and circular construction often receives limited attention or is treated as a
secondary objective. This can partly be explained by persistent assumptions that circular construction
is inherently more costly, complex, or time-consuming than conventional building practices. At the
same time, industrialized construction and circularity are closely interconnected: approaches such as
modular construction, design for disassembly, and the use of bio-based materials offer significant
potential to simultaneously accelerate construction processes while reducing environmental impacts,
including nitrogen (stikstof) emissions, embodied and operational carbon, and material wastel.,

We invite ambitious researchers to investigate the potential of “fast and circular construction®”
concept in the Utrecht Region. The project encourages the development of creative and
interdisciplinary solutions that can speed up housing construction through circular construction
principles. In this concept digitalization is positioned as a key enabling mechanism, for example
through Al- or platform-based decision-support systems ((e.g. quantitative scenario tools,
optimization models for modular/circular design, digital twins for planning and permitting) for supply
chain collaboration, parametric and generative design approaches that optimize circular and modular
building concepts, digital permit for accelerating permit process and industrialized circular
construction processes that integrate design, production, and assembly. Data relevant for fast and
circular construction is currently fragmented (BIM, environmental, planning, permitting, supply chain
data). Other challenges are data integration across actors, decision-support under multiple constraints
and interoperability with existing municipal systems. Proposals are encouraged to develop data
models or platforms that meet these different challenges.

Research Questions:
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1. Who are the key public, private, and societal actors for development and implementation of
fast and circular construction concepts and what roles do and could they play?

2. What are the most important (legal, economic, social, and/or institutional) barriers and
enablers that these actors face regarding development and implementation of fast and
circular construction practices in the Utrecht Region?

a. How can circular economy principles be mobilized to simultaneously address the
housing shortage and accelerate housing delivery?

b. How can public procurement be mobilized to simultaneously address the housing
shortage and accelerate housing delivery?

c. How cananintegrated legal and policy framework be developed to enable affordable,
fast and circular housing delivery in the Utrecht Region?

2. What could be interesting (design or spatial planning) concepts or innovative solutions for fast
and circular housing? What would these look like when implemented?

3. For housing associations, the cost of maintenance (both material and labor cost) is both
significant and rising due to poorly maintained materials, the uniformity of materials used to
simplify repairs and the enormous increase in installations. Can fast and circular concepts be
combined with the need to decrease the cost of maintenance?

4. How can support, including digital innovations, be created for and amongst actors for fast and
circular concepts?

3. How can digital technology support and accelerate fast and circular construction? What is
the potential added value of for instance (i) Al/optimization to balance speed—cost—
circularity, or (ii) digital twins and scenario tools for evaluating fast and circular concepts
before implementation.
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Mapping and Recovery of Critical Materials for Circular Construction

This seed call invites interdisciplinary research teams to explore how greater transparency and
understanding of supply chains can strengthen the security of supply for essential goods and services.
This is particularly relevant for the construction sector which relies strongly on (critical) materials but
is also relevant for many other sectors with a strong reliance on production processes. Recent
geopolitical tensions, climate impacts, and market disruptions have shown how vulnerable local and
regional economies are to global supply chain shocks.

Local and regional governments increasingly need reliable knowledge about where materials,
products, and services originate and how resilient those supply chains are. Insights into supply chains
are essential for designing circular economy strategies that reduce dependency on (primary) scarce
resources and external suppliers. Improved supply chain transparency enables governments to make
more informed procurement choices, prioritise strategic investments, and prepare for future policy
planning. Circularity policies, including reuse, remanufacturing, and local sourcing, ultimately depend
on accurate data about material flows and supplier networks. Of particular interest is the role and
added value of digital methods like digital data pipelines and analytical tools (e.g. automated material
flow mapping, risk analysis, dashboards) for supply chain transparency and resilience.

Research questions

1. How can local and regional governments better map and assess the construction supply chain
on which its essential services depend, and what innovations are needed here?

2. What are the most critical materials for the construction supply chain in the Utrecht Region
in the short and in the long term?

3. Which legal, economic, and technical barriers currently prevent greater transparency in public
sector (and by extension private sector) supply chains?

4. To what extent can circular procurement strategies reduce regional dependency on global
suppliers of critical materials?

5. What indicators and methodologies should be developed to measure material flows and
supply chain resilience at the municipal or regional level?

6. How can digital technologies such as blockchain technology, data platforms, GIS or digital
product passports improve visibility and traceability in a circular construction supply chain?

7. Which governance and legal models best support (instead of limit) collaboration between
public authorities, businesses, and knowledge institutions on supply chain security?



