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Nearly fifty years after Milton Friedman famously wrote “There is one and only one social responsibility of business—to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits”, society has come a long way. We’ve gone from academics espousing maximization of shareholder value to benevolent schools of thought that dominated the literature between 2005 and 2011, such as corporate social responsibility (CSR), social entrepreneurship, social enterprise (Yunus, 2009), shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011), and even the B corporation. CSR focuses on the corporation as the actor and the contributions the corporation makes to society outside of its business functions. Shared value, B corporations, social entrepreneurship, and social enterprise focus on a market-driven, business-oriented schemes toward solving a social problem. These concepts all share one thing in common: they focus on bettering the general welfare of society, which is to say, people. 
	In more recent years, as more climate research has been published, the conversation has taken on an environmental emphasis. Older schools of thought that began in the late eighties and nineties, such as natural capitalism (Lovins, Lovins, & Hawken, 1999), cradle to cradle (McDonough & Braungart, 2002), biomimicry (Benyus, 1997), and circular economy (Pearce & Turner, 1989) have all come back into focus, none more impressively than the circular economy, thanks to the major work of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation and McKinsey and Company. While many think of these sustainability paradigms as doing more with less, the circular economy is also recuperative. In terms of sustainability, it would be insufficient to say that the circular economy is environmentally friendly. While that may be one of its characteristics, the distinctive feature of circular economy is its objective of maximising what is already in use along all points of a product’s lifecycle, from sourcing, to supply chain, to consumption. Remaining unusable parts for one function are reallocated as a new source for another purpose. In this way, primary materials used in construction, car and electronics manufacturing, synthetic fertilisers and pesticides, fuel and non-renewable energy, and land use, among others, can be replaced with recovered and repurposed materials in cascaded use, a top-down approach to using and reusing materials. 
Circular economy research is timely. As global consumerism continues to expand and better methods of capturing data are available, we are learning that there are some serious problems with the way we do business as a species. For instance, it is estimated that, in Europe, 90 percent of raw materials used in manufacturing become waste before the product ever even leaves the factory, while 80 percent of products made are thrown away in the first six months of their existence (Girling, 2005). So the circular economy gives us hope of doing better. It has been estimated to have the potential to reduce consumption of new materials by 32 percent within fifteen years, and by 53 percent by 2050 (Ellen MacArthur Foundation and McKinsey Center for Business and Environment, 2015). While the literature on the circular economy does underscore job creation as a positive externality, it is typically discussed in the context of an overall social benefit based on the creation of new circular economy industries, such as renewable energy. Social issues such as homelessness and underprivileged groups, areas that social entrepreneurship and social enterprise address, are not an area of focus in the circular economy literature. Areas of convergence between social enterprise and circular economy have thus far been highlighted far too little.
	This article aims to address this gap in the literature through the presentation of the case of the Dutch Minstry of Defence (MoD) and a local social enterprise known as Biga Groep (Biga Group). It demonstrates a harmonious relationship between an organization in the government’s defence that utilizes a circular economy model and a social enterprise. The aim is to drive home a few points: first, an organization cannot be self-reliant when it comes to circular economy. Partners in other sectors are needed if use-value of materials are to be maximized. Second, the circular economy model is capable of accomplishing even more than resource efficiency when it comes to the social well-being of a society. In the detailed study below, the MoD and Biga Groep jointly pursue not just sustainability and environmental protection but also social benefits. Together, their experience and practices can potentially serve as a reference guide or even a template for other organizations.
In the Netherlands, the Dutch Ministry of Defence (MoD) and, more specifically, Kleding en Persoonsgebonden Uitrustingsbedrijf (clothing and personal equipment company, or KPU) within MoD’s Defence Materiel Organisation, together with Category Management, the central procurement function of the government of the Netherlands, uses circular principles to cut down on wasted material and extend the service life of uniforms, helmets, and other personal equipment for the navy, army, air force, and military police. In the words of Lieutenant Colonel Rob van Arnhem, Project Officer Workwear, “The intention of the Circular Economy is to combat waste. Defence supplies a lot of goods, and when we collect them, we either try to give them a second life, or we use the materials for new products” (Defensie Materieel Organisatie, 2016). This is perhaps not a surprise given that the Netherlands as a country is at the forefront of circular economy: not only are many of its private businesses pioneers in this field, but the government has recently declared its intention to achieve a 100 percent circular economy at the national level by 2050.
In 2017, the KPU had 60,000 customers and approximately 2,000 different stock keeping units (Kleding en Persoonsgebonden Uitrustingsbedrijf, 2017). Each year, about 500,000 orders are sent out to various personnel and another 13,000 personnel come to KPU for clothing and special uniforms, including mission-specific desert suits. Prior to the utilization of a circular method, new items were distributed and used workwear and personal equipment would be turned in and incinerated. This is no longer the case. As ordinary as it sounds, the impact of sustaining such workwear cannot be underestimated, because clothing production takes a serious toll on not just resources, but also the environment as a whole. According to data provided by the Defence Materiel Organisation (2017), production of four T-shirts or one pair of jeans would require the use of 2.5kg of pesticides as well as 10,000 litres of water. Not only this, but it takes an average of 100 litres of water to dye just 1 kg of textiles. Additionally, 6,500 billion litres of heavily polluted water is created and discarded by the textile industry every year. By some estimates, the textile industry alone accounts for 25 percent of overall water pollution globally. On top of this, social side effects are also evident: at the production cost of just €1.50 for a T-shirt, labourers in low wage countries are paid very little and often work in harsh conditions. 
Based on these statistics, it is clear that minimising the use of resources for the production of textiles and fabrics is a key to a more sustainable future, and reusing and recycling textiles provides a much bigger scope for environmental protection than other sustainability initiatives.  It therefore made a great deal of sense to Mireille Hendricks-de Jorge, contract manager for Category Management, to explore ways to reduce the need for new uniforms:
We see eliminating waste to be a key to solving many sustainability and environmental issues and problems. By reducing the production of clothing and uniforms, we can reduce the pollution from the dyeing process. Also, very important is that we can prevent the use of a lot of virgin material, and therefore lower the environmental impact. As a result, less would be wasted, [there would be] less pollution and less would go to the landfill (personal communication, 2017).

Beyond the environmental effects, there was also the practical matter of budgets. The practice of burning materials and buying replacement uniforms was actually costing the Netherlands approximately €500,000 per year (Defensie Materieel Organisatie, 2016) to destroy materials that still had value in them. As a result, the MoD implemented circularity methods to recycle and reuse more of the retrieved uniforms and materials. Today, items that are in nearly new condition are washed and kept, and KPU runs a special facility to perform basic repairs, such as loose stitching or missing buckles. It also has a shoe repair shop to lengthen the lifespan of boots and reduce new footwear purchases. Shoes, gas masks and bags are readily reused. Because the MoD cannot take on the additional industrial activities needed to process the used uniforms and equipment, it became obvious that setting up collaborations with the private sector was the best solution. Whereas KPU distributes uniforms and personal articles to military personnel, Big Groep is now responsible for processing the old, used items. 
Located near Utrecht, Biga Groep is a social enterprise that provides jobs to disadvantaged people, such as recently arrived immigrants and people with occupational disabilities. For immigrants, Biga Goep also provide lessons in Dutch language to help them integrate into the community. After years of cooperation between the company and KPU, the Netherlands MoD has now become Biga Groep’s biggest customer. The income generated from the MoD alone is sufficient to provide full-time jobs to 54. individuals who would otherwise struggle to find work. The use of such a labour force, however, does not mean the quality is compromised. On the contrary, the employees at Biga Groep have consistently demonstrated a high-quality standard in their work as well as reliability. Biga Groep and the MoD recently renewed their contract for eight years, which will provide Biga Groep with stable income, making it easier for them to create new positions and hire more people from disadvantageous backgrounds. The stories of the individuals have also profoundly affected the way KPU views their assets and what more they can do to prevent waste. Hendricks-de Jorge reflected, “The people at Biga Groep are actually encouraging KPU to reuse more. Many of them are on low income and those people with a very low income usually cannot afford really high quality clothes themselves. At the same time, we [the KPU] are throwing away high quality, expensive clothing. We are trashing a pair of socks that go with combat boots and these socks cost €30 a pair and are in good condition. I seriously cannot explain that to the people at Big Groep and I am stuck with a dilemma that actually made us see that you can take more back. Of course, if the socks are worn out, then we’d throw them away, but it makes us think about taking back everything that’s still good” (2017).
Since the partnership began, about 35 percent of the items retrieved and sent to Biga Groep get a second life (Defensie Materieel Organisatie, 2016), with Biga Groep as the starting point. The organization prepares some 750,000 uniform items for reuse and resale (Defensie Materieel Organisatie, 2016). Employees first check pockets to return forgotten items to their owners and sort items for different destinations. Remaining uniforms that have seen a lot of use and unfit for refurbishment are shredded by hand using electric scissors, since the Biga Groep don’t have industrial shredders. The resulting pieces are then categorised according to their constituent parts—for instance, material with 50 percent cotton and 50 percent polyester is bundled separately from materials made of 70 percent polyester and 30 percent cotton—and sold as fibres and materials to the private sector at €70 per box of materials (Defensie Materieel Organisatie, 2016). 2,400 boxes were sold in the first year, meaning that KPU went from spending money to dispose of old uniforms to generating income from them. One consumer of the shredded fibres is the Salvation Army, who has an agreement with the MoD. In another socially minded move, the MoD’s agreement makes it possible for the Salvation Army to convert recycled fabric into blankets for refugees in the Mediterranean.
The gains for both the MoD and the Biga Groep continue beyond helping refugees and benefiting from the income derived from shredded uniforms. In a bid to build more business with the MoD, Biga Groep proposed to refit helmets so that they could be sent back for redeployment more quickly. Prior to the partnership, helmets were sent back to their manufacturer in Spain. Now Biga Groep does most of the reconditioning, which often means replacing damaged plastic parts and worn leather linings. Thanks to Biga Groep, the MoD now has quicker access to a steady supply of helmets and no longer loses time or storage space while waiting on collection for dispatch to Spain. Moreover, instead of sending helmets over country borders, renewed helmets are now only seven kilometres away. Through thoughtful thinking, the Biga Groep helped the MoD find new ways of keeping their equipment in use longer, access them more efficiently, and save on inventory and transportation costs. 
Since then, they have come up with even more ways of creating value. They now assemble starter kits for new soldiers since they effectively have all the items to be issued to new personnel readily available through their operations. By reusing and repairing instead of buying from new, even with the cost of operations at Biga Groep already deducted, the MoD saves €8–10 million annually (M. Stoop, personal communication, July 12, 2017), and income for the first year of shredded fabric was approximately €168,000 in sales. These financial gains, in addition to the efficiency gains the MoD receives from refurbished uniforms and helmets, are made possible through their relationship with Biga Groep.
As seen in the case here with the MoD and Biga Groep, the circular economy can be built with social enterprise partnerships to work together to address both environmental and social problems at once. The circular economy is an innovative economic model that rethinks production and consumption across the entire chain in order to use as few resources as possible for as long as possible. It has much promise and potential that should portend good news for the environment and for businesses. But behind all the enthusiasm for the environmental, efficiency, and economic benefits that circular economy offers, it must be remembered that we have not yet fixed the problems of yesteryear. The social issues that drove the business theories around corporate responsibility and social innovation are still prevalent and widespread. Now is the time to merge the mission-driven approaches of CSR, social enterprise, and social entrepreneurship with the ecological potential of circular economy for social good.
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