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How is the Brussels-Capital Region doing? Do the people who live there lead a fulfilled life that respects natural 
ecosystems? How do the lifestyles of the inhabitants of Brussels and their institutions affect the well-being of people 
and natural ecosystems beyond the borders of the Region? These were the questions we began to answer with the 
implementation of the Doughnut theory in the Brussels-Capital Region. Far from offering definitive or exhaustive 
answers, we humbly wanted to open up avenues and allow the people of Brussels to take a systemic look at their Region 
and their practices.

By conceiving the economy as embedded into society and the biosphere, 
the Doughnut theory calls for a fundamental rethink of production patterns, 
consumption practices, redistribution systems, and the inclusion of practices 
in their terrestrial ecosystems. This approach is based on a set of principles 
to be adopted in order to move towards a world that is both environmentally 
sustainable and socially desirable. Applied at different scales, the Doughnut 
takes the form of four lenses: local-social, local-ecological, global-ecological 
and global-social (see below for details of the lenses). But, in concrete 
terms, how can the Doughnut shed new light on the reality of a territory? 
We believe that, once appropriated by its actors, the approach can reveal its 
potential for transformation. Buoyed by this conviction, we decided to break 
the Doughnut theory down to four levels (explained in greater detail below), 
to secure the widest possible appropriation (our methodology is set out in 
detail in Guide 3). 

At the level of the regional territory (macro), the “Doughnut portrait” of 
the Region tells us that there is still a long way to go to achieve balanced 
prosperity. For example, a large proportion of the population lives in 
precarious conditions, contrasting with the upward trend in GDP figures over 
the last decade. Another example, from an ecological point of view, is that 
the Region produces and exports a lot of waste, most of which is neither 
re-used nor recycled. The portrait also shows that a majority of people are 
satisfied with the quality of life of their neighbourhood and feel safe. But 
what the portrait reveals is also a set of data gaps. In response to these 
shortcomings, new indicators that need to be developed for the Region 
are proposed in the wake of a participatory process. It suggests that the 
“Doughnut portrait”, designed as an evolutionary, democratic and living tool, 
can become a dashboard of the Region’s transition.

In terms of political strategies (meso), the Doughnut proved to have a triple 
potential to accompany public actors. It can be used to assess the social 
and ecological effects of an action, through the use of the four lenses, and 
to facilitate the coordination of the actions of different administrations. This 
makes the Doughnut an analysis and decision-making tool. Pinpointing the 
social and ecological challenges from the diagnosis phase could give rise 
to decisions that are a better match for the imperatives of the transition 
(for example by modifying the criteria for granting public subsidies). Finally, 
thanks to its cross-cutting dimension, the Doughnut invites decision-
makers to no longer think about their actions in a compartmentalized way. 
In this sense, the Doughnut can act as a catalyst for the creation of new 
connections, new networks of actors.

At the level of organizations (micro), the main virtue of the Doughnut is 
that it allows any organization to brainstorm about its projects and actions. 
That being said, most of the organizations studied here did not wait for the 
Doughnut to put on their thinking caps. But by mapping out the reflection 
through systematic and concomitant consideration of the social and 
ecological dimensions, the Doughnut made it possible to fuel the current 
discussions and, in some cases, to uncover the tensions inherent in certain 
actions (whose local social effects were positive, for example, but whose 
ecological impacts were harmful). Among the lessons learned from the 
analysis is the importance of going beyond traditional cost-benefit analyses 
to evaluate projects using a 360° approach. 

The level of the object (nano), explored in the light of the four lenses of the 
Doughnut, has a primarily educational virtue. The aim is to place an object 
at the heart of the four lenses (we placed a smartphone) and to question its 
social and ecological impacts at local and global levels. Through the object, 
the entire relationship to consumption is put into question; something that 
anyone living in Brussels can do by analyzing any of their everyday objects 
through this prism.

INTRO-
DUCTION 
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The Doughnut is this pictorial representation of the space within which we 
must reinvent our activities and our societies, between the two boundaries 
that it is imperative that we start to respect. The fi rst are ecological 
boundaries: the planetary boundaries identifi ed by environmental sciences 
form the outer circle of the Doughnut. We cannot go beyond this ecological 
ceiling without compromising the conditions that make our Earth habitable 
and therefore our own living conditions. The second are the social 
boundaries: the basic needs to be satisfi ed for all form the inner circle of 
the Doughnut. No one should fi nd themselves below this social foundation
which embodies the minimum necessary for a dignifi ed and fulfi lled life.

Between these two boundaries, in the fl esh of the Doughnut, lies our viable 
space: this is the socially just and ecologically safe space. The Doughnut 
is therefore a new vision of progress, which calls for it to be assessed in 
terms of balanced prosperity rather than economic growth. By steering us 
towards the decisions and actions that will bring us into the ecologically 
safe and socially just space, the Doughnut is the perfect compass to guide 
us together through the challenges of the 21st century.

1 See in particular her book Doughnut Economics: seven ways to think like a 21st century economist (Random 
House Business Books, 2017).

2 These seven principles are: “Change the goal: from GDP to the Doughnut”, “See the big picture: from self-
contained market to embedded economy”, “Nurture human nature”, “Get savvy with systems”, “Design to 
distribute”, “Create to generate”, and “Be agnostic about growth”.

Balanced prosperity as an alternative to growth is only the fi rst of the seven 
principles of the Doughnut economy, as theorized by Kate Raworth1. These 
seven principles are virtues that we must adopt to move towards a just 
and sustainable society2. Three of these principles strike us as particularly 
important:

– Recognize and understand that the economy is embedded within 
our societies, which are themselves part of the Earth system. The 
economy therefore depends heavily on these other two spheres for its 
own functioning. And within its own sphere, the economy is diverse: 
alongside the commodity economy are the public economy, the 
domestic economy and the economy of the Commons, which must also 
be given their due place.

– Build an economy that is regenerative by design, that is to say an 
economy in which resources are no longer used according to a linear 
but according to a circular model.

– Build an economy that is distributive by design, that is to say an economy 
in which income, but also wealth, power and time are distributed at 
source among the stakeholders.

Applied to a scale that is no longer that of the Earth taken as a whole, but 
to that of a region for example (as will be the case here), the 2-dimensional 
representation of the Doughnut must be “rolled out” so as to be able to take 
into account social and ecological issues, but also to be able to consider 
the local and global dimensions of these issues. Throughout the various 
applications of the Doughnut that we will explore below, we will therefore 
refer to the four lenses. Together, they offer a global analysis framework to 
put the Doughnut into concrete action.

REMINDER
THE 
DOUGHNUT  
ECONOMY
IN BRIEF

LENS 1
"LOCAL-SOCIAL"
What would it mean 

for the people of the territory 
to thrive?

LENS 2
"LOCAL-ECOLOGICAL"

What would it mean 
for the territory to thrive 

in its natural habitat?

LENS 4 
"GLOBAL-SOCIAL" 

What would it mean 
for the territory to respect the

well-being of people 
world-wide?

LENS 3
"GLOBAL-ECOLOGICAL"

What would it mean 
for the territory to respect the 

health of the whole planet?

So
ur
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In Guide 1, you will fi nd a 
more in-depth presentation 

of the Doughnut theory. 

In Guide 1, you will fi nd a 
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REMINDER
THE FOUR 
LEVELS OF 
THE BRUSSELS 
DONUT

The BrusselsDonut project rolls out the Doughnut’s four lenses on four levels.

MACRO LEVEL 
THE REGIONAL DOUGHNUT PORTRAIT
The first level is the Doughnut portrait of the Brussels-Capital Region. Like 
any portrait, it sets out to reflect a certain reality. To do this, it presents 
various indicators on the four lenses, resulting from a co-construction 
work that involved citizens, non-governmental organizations, scientists or 
administrations. Co-construction is all the more necessary here because 
any choice of indicator takes on a political dimension. But more than a mere 
reflection of reality, the regional portrait also intends to show the pathways 
likely to channel the Brussels-Capital Region towards a just and sustainable 
transition: the portrait suggests a horizon to attain. The establishment of 
these limits and this horizon must be seen as a process, never really finished 
and always likely to evolve.

MESO LEVEL 
ANALYSIS OF STRATEGIES AND ACTION PLANS
The second level is that of strategies and action plans: if an administration 
has to implement a specific policy, the four lenses of the Doughnut invite it to 
consider the impacts implementing this policy will have from every possible 
angle. In doing so, the criteria for political assessment or decision-making do 
not have to be limited to a traditional cost-benefit analysis, but incorporate 
more systemic criteria. With several Brussels administrations, we have 
explored some possible uses of the Doughnut model in order to clarify under 
what conditions and in what ways it could contribute to the implementation 
of the economic, ecological and social transition within the Region, taking the 
reality of its public actors as a starting point. The methodological principles 
suggested for this level can also inspire the strategic planning of other types 
of organizations (e.g. civil society organizations).

MICRO LEVEL 
ANALYSIS OF PROJECTS AND ACTIVITIES
The third level of the BrusselsDonut project is that of concrete situations in 
which Brussels’ stakeholders (associations or private companies) undertake 
a transition process and implement actions in this direction. We therefore 
start out from their reality on the ground to explore with them what it means 
to implement in a concrete way an economy "in the flesh" of the Doughnut, 
what are the obstacles encountered or the levers mobilized. This approach 
can be applied to any type of organization (associations, cooperatives, for-

profit companies, etc.). We propose to analyze the projects and actions 
of these actors, whether they have already embarked on their transition 
process or not. On the basis of three concrete cases and with the people 
involved, we have developed a "Doughnut joint investigation” methodology, 
whose results and tools will be described below. More broadly, through 
these three cases, we can pinpoint the lessons that we can learn about our 
Brussels economy and its transformative possibilities.

NANO LEVEL 
ANALYSIS OF EVERYDAY OBJECTS 
The last level is the everyday object that many people use today. The 
countless objects that surround us carry with them the entire history of 
their life cycle... Analyzing them with the Doughnut filter means gaining an 
opportunity to both understand certain sometimes well hidden aspects of 
these objects and to grasp how simple and powerful the Doughnut is as a 
tool to raise awareness of the interactions between social and ecological, 
local and global challenges of our societies. The everyday consumption 
choices we make have impacts that can be analyzed broadly and in greater 
detail. Here, it is the smartphone that will come under the magnifying lens 
of the Doughnut. This object, which is part and parcel of many people’s 
everyday life, fulfils multiple functions, some of which are very useful, but 
it also generates a myriad of impacts in the four corners of the world of 
which we are not always aware. This analysis also spawned an educational 
sheet designed to allow a number of different audiences to learn about the 
Doughnut approach.

The changes required to deal with the multiple crises we are experiencing must 
be achieved at all levels, individual and collective, grassroots and political, as 
well as in productive organizations. Aware of this systemic dimension, we 
were keen to come up with levers of change at each of these levels, allowing 
them to connect with each other to accelerate the transition.
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On the basis of research and a participatory process (see Guide1 for 
more details on the approach), we have produced a fi rst Doughnut 
portrait of the Brussels-Capital Region, which — we stress from the 
outset — is neither exhaustive nor defi nitive. In fact, it will have to be 
regularly supplemented by new indicators and be appropriated by a 
wider audience than the one we have been able to instigate. Regular 
updates of the portrait would allow such appropriation, inviting us 
to collectively deepen the refl ection on the best way to engineer a 
transition in Brussels.

This fi rst portrait nevertheless makes it possible to draw some important fi ndings for the 
Region. It shows that it still has a long way to go before it achieves a situation of balanced 
prosperity as defi ned by the Doughnut. A signifi cant proportion of the Region’s population 
falls below the social foundation, while the Region also contributes to the deterioration 
of the living conditions of people elsewhere in the world. The Region also contributes to 
overshooting the ecological ceiling via its global impacts, and still has to make headway if 
it wants to respect local ecosystems and integrate natural cycles. However, several areas 
of the Doughnut still need to be better explored and would require the development of new 
indicators.

 SOME WAY TO GO BEFORE THE BRUSSELS 
REGION CAN THRIVE IN BALANCE

The most recent economic indicators3 tell us that the Brussels-Capital Region generated 
more than €86 billion in gross domestic product (GDP) in 2019, or just over €71,000 per 
capita. The GDP growth rate has remained positive over the past 10 years, at around 3% per 
year. Investments and exports also notch up a respectable performance. That should be a 
source of satisfaction and reassurance on the situation in our Region. But the Doughnut 
portrait of the Brussels-Capital Region puts them into perspective. It shows that Brussels still 
has some way to go before it can thrive in balance, i.e. a situation in which the social needs 
of all are met while respecting ecological boundaries.

3 See https://ibsa.brussels/themes/economie/activite-economique

 MACRO LEVEL
WHAT DOES 
THE 
DOUGHNUT 
PORTRAIT
OF THE 
BRUSSELS-
CAPITAL 
REGION
TELL US?

LENS 1

A SIGNIFICANT PORTION OF THE POPULATION 
LIVING IN PRECARIOUS CONDITIONS 
All it takes is a look at the income dimension to see only 
too clearly that the economic growth and billions of euros 
of GDP are far from benefi ting everyone: one third of the 
population is at risk of monetary poverty, while 10% of 
inhabitants suffer severe material deprivation. This is a 
sign of strong inequalities within the Region, which can 
appear between social categories as well as between men 
and women. Without entering into detail about each area 
of the portrait, the indicators selected for the rest of lens 1 
show that a signifi cant part of the population sees its basic 
needs unmet: in terms of health, food, access to housing, 
water or energy (28 % of households are for example 
experiencing energy insecurity). Many of Brussels’ 
inhabitants are lowly qualifi ed or unemployed (only 54% of 
people of working age have a job). Internet access or digital 
skills, which are so important today, may also be lacking. To 
go by the turnout at elections or the rate of volunteering, 
participation in the life of the city is itself relatively low. 
We should nevertheless point out that a majority of people 
are satisfi ed with the quality of life of their neighbourhood 
and feel safe in Brussels on the whole.

See page 10

In Guide 1, you will fi nd the 
graphic summaries of the 
Doughnut portrait of the 
Brussels-Capital Region. 

You can also explore 
the detailed version 

described here at
https://donut.brussels/

In Guide 1, you will fi nd the 
graphic summaries of the 

LOCAL
SOCIAL
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LENS 2

 
HEADWAY TO BE MADE WHEN IT COMES 
TO RESPECTING LOCAL ECOSYSTEMS 
AND INTEGRATING NATURAL CYCLES 
The Doughnut portrait has the advantage of highlighting 
the connections between social and ecological issues. 
Mobility, for example, can be tackled through the prism of 
access to transport services and through that of pollution 
reduction. In terms of ecology, lens 2 of the portrait shows 
that the Region also has progress to make in becoming a 
regenerative economy, as revealed by the study into the 
flows of materials, energy or water. Brussels produces and 
exports large quantities of waste each year, most of which 
are neither re-used nor recycled. Although it makes real 
efforts in this area, our Region could apply solutions based 
on nature and life systems much more broadly to its urban 
development plans, in order to restore ecosystems while 
taking advantage of the services they provide. Making the 
city more welcoming for biodiversity would be beneficial 
for both animal and plant species and for us humans, 
who would benefit from a more pleasant, healthier living 
environment or one less subject to heatwaves, for example.

See page 11

LENS 3

 
GLOBAL ECOLOGICAL IMPACTS: 
COULD DO BETTER
At the global ecological level, lens 3 of the portrait shows 
that Brussels is no exception when it comes to the impact 
levels of our Western lifestyles. On the whole, the Region 
uses far more than its fair share of global resources. To 
stop its contribution to accelerating global environmental 
degradation, Brussels must cut its greenhouse gas 
emissions: not only its direct emissions, but also its 
indirect emissions, that is to say all those generated 
elsewhere in the world but for our benefit, given that they 
come from the manufacture of commodities we import 
for our consumption. Action on this front is needed now 
to achieve the carbon neutrality we are striving for by 
2050. Beyond the challenge of climate change, the entire 
ecological footprint of the Region must come under close 
scrutiny. The fact is that Brussels can also be the cause of 
deforestation, excessive use of fertilizers or extraction of 
non-renewable resources in different parts of the world, via 
products it imports.

See page 13

LENS 4
 

 
ATTENTION MUST ALSO BE PAID TO 
POPULATIONS ELSEWHERE IN THE WORLD 
Finally, the Brussels Region, like the other “northern” 
regions, is contributing to the deterioration of the living 
conditions of other populations elsewhere in the world, due 
to its integration into global supply chains. Many products 
imported and consumed in Brussels are manufactured 
or incorporate resources extracted by people whose 
working and living conditions violate their basic human 
rights. Clearly, it is complicated to quantify the Region’s 
responsibility in these processes: via level 4 of the portrait, 
we illustrated it through two examples. That of chocolate, 
the Region’s flagship product – even if we see few cocoa 
beans growing there – and that of the electronic products 
we all use today. Each of these sectors is associated with 
undignified and very low-paid working conditions.

See page 12

Indicator for charting the state of the Region in 
the light of the dimension in question

Indicator to develop

Examples of impacts

CAPTION

Objective that would be desirable to achieve 
(target to be achieved for the indicator)

Indicator shifting away from the target

Stable indicator

Indicator shifting towards the target

globAL 
SOCIAL

globAL 
ecological

LOCAL 
ecological
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LENS 1

HEALTH
Access to affordable and 
quality health care

21.5% of people
consider 

themselves to be
in bad subjective

health

16.1% of
households defer 

health care for 
fi nancial reasons

The gap in life 
expectancy 
between the 

Brussels 
municipalities is 

6 years

FOOD
Access to a healthy, 
suffi  cient and nutritious diet

32 000 people
depend on food

aid

84.2% of 6+ year-
olds do not eat 

the recommended 
amount of fruits 
and vegetables

42% of women and
51% of men

are overweight

WATER
Access to drinking water 
and decent sanitation

20.9% of the 
population
experience 

water  
insecurity

More than 27 000
households have
diffi  culty paying 
their water bill

There are more 
than 

1000 water cuts 
per year

HOUSING
Access to decent, 
affordable and safe housing

17.7% of 
households live in 

poor quality 
housing

The poorest 50%
only have access

to 6% of the 
rental market

More than 5 300
people are

homeless or badly
housed

MOBILITY
Access to clean and 
affordable transport 
networks

43% of
trips are

made by car

39% of roads
are reserved for
pedestrians and 

bicycles

More than 430
million public trans-

port journeys are 
made each year

CONNECTIVITY
Access to communication 
networks

   11% of 
households do not 

have an internet 
connection

170 000 people have 
no digital skills and 
475 000 have weak 

skills

6% of 16-74 
year-olds

have never 
used the 
Internet

CULTURE 
Access to art and 
knowledge

Indicators to
develop

COMMUNITY 
Access to collective 
support networks

65% of the people of 
Brussels are satisfi ed 
with the social cohe-

sion of their 
neighbourhood

57% of the people of 
Brussels trust the
people who live 

in their neighbour-
hood

83% of the
population count
themselves lucky 

to be from 
Brussels

SOCIAL EQUITY 
Equality of opportunities 
and limited income 
inequalities

The richest 10%
earn 9 times the

income of the
poorest 10%

The Gini coeffi  cient 
(based on equiv-
alent disposable 

income
per person) 

is 0.312

EQUALITY IN   
DIVERISTY
Respect for the differences 
and freedoms of all

The income gap
between men and

women is 
€ 5 130 per year

The employment 
rate of

women is 11%
less than

men

23.7% of the people 
of Brussels have al-

ready suffered a form 
of physical domestic

violence

POLITICAL EXPRESSION
A public voice and ability to 
infl uence decisions

20.9% of 
voters did not vote 
in the last regional

elections

14.8% of the 
population
volunteer

with associations

32.5% of people 
have little or very 
little confi dence 
in the Brussels 

government

PEACE & JUSTICE
Personal security, govern-
ment accountability and 
access to justice

61% of people
are satisfi ed with 
the safety of their

neighbour-
hood

78% of young 
people do not feel 

safe when they 
come into contact 
with the police

EDUCATION
Access to lifelong learning 32.2% of 15+ year-

olds have a “low”
level of education

   11% of 15-24 
year-olds are not 
employed or in 

 training

10% of 
25-64 year-olds

are in
education 

and training

EMPLOYMENT 
Access to decent work

54% of 
persons of working 

age
have 
a job

10% of workers
are dissatisfi ed
with their work

60% of part-time 
workers have no 

choice in the matter

INCOME
Access to an adequate 
income

31.4% of the
population are at
risk of monetary

poverty

10.6 per cent of the 
population suffer 

acute material 
deprivation

19% of tax
fi lers have zero or 
negative taxable 

income

ENERGY
Access to clean and 
affordable energy services

28.3% of 
households

are in a situation 
of energy 
poverty

7% of homes
do not have 

adequate heating

 WHAT WOULD IT MEAN FOR THE INHABITANTS OF THE BRUSSELS-
CAPITAL REGION TO LIVE A FULFILLED LIFE?

0%

0

0%

0%

0%

100%

0%

0%

0

<25%

0

0

0%

0%

0%

<25%

0

50%

0%

0%

0%

0% 100%

0%

100%

0%

0%

100%

0

0%

100%

0%

0

LOCAL
SOCIAL
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LENS 2

ECOSYSTEM SERVICES
TEMPERATURE CONTROL 

Air temperatures are 3°C higher 
on average in the centre of the 
BCR than in its rural areas in 

summer

There are on average 3 times 
more heatwaves in central 
Brussels than in rural areas

RENEWABLE ENERGY SUPPLY

Local production
of renewable energy
represents 1.4% of

the energy consumed

CARBON SEQUESTRATION 

Indicators to
develop

HOSTING BIODIVERSITY 

29% of Brussels’ native 
amphibian species are on the 

red list

The domestic sparrow 
population has declined by 95% 

since 1992

Of 40 species
of birds being monitored, 16 are 

in decline

WATER MANAGEMENT 

The ecological quality
of rivers and

ponds is 1.2 out of 3

Untreated waste water
is discharged

into rivers
100 days a year

Rainwater is
considered disposable and is 

returned to sewers and treated

SOIL PROTECTION 

30% of the BCR’s surface 
remains unbuilt

AIR POLLUTION 

Air quality in the BCR is
"healthy" 7 days out of 10 

URBAN METABOLISM

MATERIAL FLOW 40% of household waste is 
prepared for

re-use or recycling

   35% of waste collected 
are intended for recycling/re-

use channels

The BCR produces 
1.5 to 2 million tons 

of waste per year

1 300 kt of waste
are exported every
year out of the BCR

ENERGY FLOW 

Nearly 90% of the
energy 

resources of the
Region are imported

WATER FLOW 

3% of the water
consumed in the BCR
is captured in the BCR

WHAT WOULD IT MEAN FOR THE INHABITANTS OF THE BRUSSELS-
CAPITAL REGION TO LIVE A FULFILLED LIFE?

WHAT WOULD IT MEAN FOR THE BRUSSELS-CAPITAL 
REGION TO THRIVE IN ITS NATURAL HABITAT?

There are 78.9 ha of collective 
and family vegetable gardens 

in the BCR

Green spaces
accessible to the public

represent 19% of the
area of the Region

LOCAL 
ecological



12
GUIDE 2

LENS 4
WHAT WOULD IT MEAN FOR THE BRUSSELS-CAPITAL REGION TO 
RESPECT THE WELL-BEING OF ALL PEOPLE WORLD-WIDE?

THE CASE OF CHOCOLATE 

The margin that remains for
cocoa producers

represents 0.06% of the
total value generated

by the chocolate industry

Most of the 5 million
small cocoa

producers live 
under the

poverty line

In Ghana, more than
3 500 people are

victims of forced labour
in the cacao
plantations

More than 2 million
children
work in

the cocoa sector

The workers of
cocoa plantations are
exposed to pesticides

that are harmful for their
health

The majority of
cocoa producers 

cannot meet their needs
in terms of food,

housing, education...

THE CASE OF ELECTRONICS 

In 2016, 12 of the 13
main mines in the east of
the Democratic Republic
Congo were controlled

by armed groups

In Vietnam, Samsung factory 
workers have reported various 

health problems, including 
an increased incidence of 

miscarriages, fainting at work, or 
vision problems

In the DRC, children
work 12 hours a day

for $1 or $2 to extract the
cobalt necessary for
telephone batteries

A quarter of the electronic
waste produced by the

industrialized countries end their 
lives in Africa (Ghana) and Asia 

(China and India) in informal 
recycling centres

In Inner Mongolia,
industrial mining activities

have resulted in the formation 
of the

“rare earths lake", filled with
toxic residues affecting the
health of local populations

Peru is the country most
affected by land

grabbing, especially for
the production of gold and

silver needed by
electronic devices

globAL 
SOCIAL
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LENS 3

CLIMATE CHANGE

The BCR’s consumption 
 (in terms of 

 total footprint) emits 7 times 
 its carbon budget

OCEAN ACIDIFICATION 

The BCR participates in
ocean acidification via
its carbon emissions
(also 7 times higher

than the accepted level)

CHEMICAL POLLUTION 

Indicators to
develop

USE OF FERTILIZERS
(NITROGEN AND PHOSPHORUS POLLUTION)

The foodstuffs
consumed in the BCR

lead to
consumption of 5 times

too much nitrogen

The foodstuffs consumed
in the BCR lead to 

consumption of 8 times too 
much

phosphorus

FRESHWATER ABSTRACTIONS 

The BCR consumes
30% of its share of

world water

LAND CONVERSION

The products consumed
in the BCR lead to  

land surface consumption 
4 times higher than  
acceptable levels

LOSS OF BIODIVERSITY 

Indicators to
develop 

AIR POLLUTION 

Indicators to
develop

OZONE DEPLETION 

Substances
depleting the ozone
layer banished and
normally no longer

used

WHAT WOULD IT MEAN FOR THE BRUSSELS-CAPITAL REGION 
TO RESPECT THE HEALTH OF THE PLANET?

globAL 
ecological
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AREAS  TO BE BETTER 
EXPLORED,
NEW INDICATORS TO DEVELOP 

The construction of this fi rst Doughnut portrait of the 
Brussels-Capital Region revealed the  shortcomings in 
our ability to assess the precise situation of the Region 
and its inhabitants in various areas covered by the 
Doughnut. The participatory process exposed a great 
deal of dissatisfaction with the fi gures we have today, 
and prompted the emergence of several proposals to 
complement the existing body of statistics. For the 16 
areas of the “local-social” lens, 84 proposals for potential 
indicators were identifi ed. All the proposals, area by area, 
can be consulted in the methodological annex of the 
portrait and in its database. Without spelling them all out 
in detail, here we can identify several courses of action at 
regional level.

LENS 1

For the “local-social” lens, there are statistics for most of its different areas. However, for a 
number of them, public statistics do not allow us to fully chart the social issues related to 
them: i.e. issues of accessibility, distribution, inequalities or discrimination. Water is another 
interesting case in point. The volumes of water consumed each year within the Region, the 
only data provided by public statistics, tell us nothing about the distribution of this resource: 
which social categories consume most of it, and which ones suffer from a lack of access? 
To fi nd out what share of Brussels’ inhabitants lives in a situation of water insecurity, have 
diffi  culty paying their bills or who have had their access to water cut off, we have no choice 
but to turn to academic and civil society sources. While this type of source has its place in 
the public debate, it would be preferable for the regional institutions themselves to be in 
charge of quantifying these issues or set up a system to centralize and recognize different 
sources of data, on a regular and harmonized basis. For the different social areas, being 
able to break down regional data according to a variable of living standard (e.g. disposable 
income deciles4) would be ideal. Moreover, for a large part of the portrait indicators, it is not 
possible to pinpoint whether they are improving or deteriorating, because we do not have 
historical data that is complete and reliable enough to judge their evolution. This is the 
case for income inequality, which is a major social issue. 

Many other variables can also infl uence the situation of people. While public statistics 
often include gender, the situations of many other minorities are not suffi  ciently visible. In 
addition to gender, UNIA identifi es origin, nationality, disability, age, sexual orientation, and 
philosophical and religious beliefs as criteria of diversity — and thus potential discrimination. 
Integrating these variables into public statistics as much as possible would be a signifi cant 
step forward. Indeed, the average value of indicators calculated for the entire population 
cannot refl ect the situation of the most vulnerable. Whether or not the Brussels-Capital 
Region has powers in these areas, at the very least, it is important to have a complete and 
inclusive picture of the situation. The institutional divisions are partly responsible for the fact 
that a fi eld such as culture fi nds itself undocumented in the portrait. 

4 The deciles divide the population into 10 groups of identical size in ascending order of income. The fi rst decile of income thus represents 
the poorest 10% and the last decile the richest 10%.

Visit
https://donut.brussels/ 

for the methodological annex
 of the portrait and its
 complete database.

LOCAL
SOCIAL

Visit
https://donut.brussels/ 
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LENS 2

 
For both ecological lenses, the indicators are of additional 
complexity, as they come under the field of the Earth 
and life sciences. We will therefore refrain from making 
recommendations that are potentially littered with pitfalls. 
We will confine ourselves here to two general remarks. 
The “local-ecological” lens of the portrait invites us to 
question how the Region fits into its natural environment, 
the idea being to shift closer to the qualities offered by this 
environment. If the latter generates so much energy, treats 
so much water, sequesters so much carbon, can the urban 
environment of the Region also do its bit to safeguard 
these vital functions? It would therefore be interesting to 
develop indicators to report on how the Region contributes 
positively to natural cycles, rather than focusing only on 
the negative impacts it can generate for them.

LENS 3

 
With regard to the “global-ecological” lens, we were 
forced to rely on national data scaled down to the level 
of the Region (reducing them to the share of the regional 
population in the national population). It would be preferable 
to have more data that relate directly to the Region in this 
case in point. For example, for an issue as pressing as 
climate change, we have the figures for the Region’s direct 
emissions, but not its indirect emissions5. But these are the 
ones that really matter: to consider only direct emissions 
would be to underestimate total emissions by a factor of 5. 
For the different planetary boundaries, it would therefore 
be necessary to better understand and quantify the total 
impact that the Region generates specifically. It would 
also make it possible to measure the progress that can be 
achieved in these areas through actions taken at regional 
level.

5  We only have an evaluation for the year 2013.

LENS 4
 

 
Finally, the “global-social” scope invites us to encourage the 
production of knowledge on the impacts of our consumption 
patterns beyond our territory. But above all, it is important 
to develop indicators specific to the Region to activate 
levers here that will reduce these impacts elsewhere in 
the world. These indicators could, for example, concern the 
share of fair trade or other labelled products, the integration 
of social clauses covering the whole supply chain in public 
procurement, the place of fair entrepreneurship in the 
Brussels-Capital Region, the share of the population made 
aware of fair trade issues, etc.

globAL 
SOCIAL

globAL 
ecological

LOCAL 
ecological
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A REGIONAL DOUGHNUT 
PORTRAIT TO LIVE BY 
AND DEVELOP

The Doughnut portrait of the Brussels-Capital Region is 
a snapshot of the state of the Region and, at the same 
time, a summary of the vision and concerns of those who 
participated in building it. It is therefore to be hoped that the 
action around this portrait will be enlarged and prolonged.

MAKING THE DOUGHNUT PORTRAIT 
A TRULY DEMOCRATIC OBJECT
As we have pointed out, choosing indicators is fundamentally 
political — in the first sense of the word — since it involves 
society as a whole and how it gauges “what matters”. The 
co-creation work carried out around the Doughnut portrait 
of the Region showed how far the discussions on the choice 
of indicators, far from being seen as austere or purely 
technical, were actually stimulating for all stakeholders. 
Seeking several points of view and crossing perspectives 
on an issue are good ways of identifying priorities within 
it and of highlighting shared indicators, on which there is 
common agreement.

Sharing such a common framework, which therefore 
focuses here on the boundaries of the Doughnut, is both 
not much and a big deal. Not much because it "only" sets 
the limits, without necessarily saying in what ways they 
should be achieved. But also a big deal because if these 
boundaries are accepted by the widest possible audience, 
then the action of the stakeholders can be reconfigured 
within this framework and the transition can take on a new 
scope. To be shared, as many people as possible should be 
brought on board to define this kind of framework. To do so, 
the Doughnut portrait could therefore be integrated into a 
participatory democracy process across the Region.

This participation could involve the creation of local Dough-
nut portraits, within each municipality or neighbourhood. 
The different scales would be complementary between 

each portrait, which would contain elements of the lower 
scale and the upper scale. At the most granular level, that 
of neighbourhoods, the Doughnut portrait could be built 
according to a citizen/participatory science approach, in 
which the data is generated directly from the reality in the 
field and by its actors themselves. Subsequently escalated 
to the regional portrait, this information would be of signif-
icant value. At different scales, organizations, institutions 
or groups of people could declare themselves custodians 
of a particular area of the portrait, and facilitate its dissem-
ination.

MAKING THE DOUGHNUT PORTRAIT A 
DASHBOARD OF THE REGION’S TRANSITION
Since the Doughnut portrait is a snapshot of a situation at 
a particular time, it should be regularly updated, in order 
to measure the evolution of the Region in achieving the 
objectives defined by the portrait. A regional institution 
could thus be in charge of organizing this updating work, 
which could mobilize a diversity of other actors to feed it 
with data.

In the wake of the many efforts to institutionalize new 
indicators of prosperity, the Doughnut portrait could play 
a very important role. Indeed, the literature on new wealth 
indicators (complementary or alternative to flagship 
economic indicators such as GDP) is abundant and 
national, regional and local initiatives are very numerous. 
However, it emerges from this wealth of experiences that 
the simple juxtaposition of different indicators leaves 
each the possibility of looking at a particular dimension 
without necessarily having to worry about others and 
choose, according to their needs, the indicators on 
which to communicate. This so-called “cherry picking”  
phenomenon is not possible with the Doughnut portrait. 
That is precisely why this tool strikes us as extremely 
promising: by proposing a global reading of the issues, and 
by visually and conceptually insisting on their interrelations, 
the Doughnut portrait organizes the various indicators in 
a systemic way. It is impossible, for example, to applaud 
the increase in renewable energy production (ecological 
dimension) without asking the question of the accessibility 
of these energies to vulnerable groups (social dimension). 
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We were quickly convinced that the Doughnut tool had the power to 
guide political action in a way other than through the regional portrait. 
The strategies, decisions and action plans defined on a daily basis by 
public administrations are anchored in the reality on the ground while 
responding to political impulses. How can the Doughnut help these 
actors?

From the outset, an avalanche of questions: does the Doughnut offer a working methodology? 
Is it a decision support tool? Is it "just" a new diagnosis framework? Or a method to 
operationalize a strategy? Is the horizon opened by the four lenses not too complex to tackle 
within the scope of an administration? Who should be around the table?

To come up with some preliminary answers, workshops were organized with some of the 
stakeholders. A first workshop6 brought together about thirty participants from various 
regional and municipal administrations, as well as ministerial offices around strategies as 
varied as "the energy renovation of the building", "urban production transition: from crafts 
to industry, “urban agriculture and local food production”, “investments in mobility and 
urban logistics” and “urban planning to return public space to the people of Brussels”. Two 
other workshops concerned one administration in particular, perspective.brussels, whose 
missions entail dissecting the statistical and territorial analysis in order to plan/manage the 
territory(ies), as such, already putting it at the crux of the crucial issues facing our Region. To 
give a concrete example, the workshop’s task was to analyze the Urban Renovation Contract 
(CRU) for the district of Midi and two notes related to housing policy in the context of urban 
planning/programming.

The realities of working in Brussels administrations are as varied as their areas of competence. 
That is why, as for the other levels of application of the Doughnut, we only outlined the 
reflection. But the suggested avenues gave important orientations, and emphasize how 
much the Doughnut could serve as a reference framework as well as an operational tool.

6  Co-organized with Thriving Cities Initiative, February 2021.

A POLITICAL AND 
INCLUSIVE CHOICE 

THE DOUGHNUT LENSES, AN ULTIMATELY 
POLITICAL COMMITMENT 
When working in a public administration, having to approach 
one of your projects through the prism of the four lenses is 
far from comfortable. For example, the two global lenses 
(social and environmental) can be inconvenient for actors, 
who, even if they fully grasp the rationale behind them, can 
come up with pragmatic arguments related to their internal 
functioning. Why should the discussions on mobility in 
Brussels take into account the impact on inhabitants 
elsewhere in the world? Or why should the approach 
to housing take into account global ecological issues?  
Interconnections between dimensions are equally critical.

The holistic approach of the Doughnut naturally goes 
beyond the strict scope of an administration. Faced with 
this 360° analysis, reactions can range from a retreat into 
silo-thinking (“this is not our goal”) to enthusiastic and 
weighty interrogations about the necessary (but not always 
possible) collaborations with other actors. Introducing 
Doughnut lenses into administrations poses a challenge, 
as they are not part of the traditional management tools.

Our work has revealed that, while broad-spectrum 
theoretical analyses were feasible (for example: where do 
the materials used in public works come from?), concrete 
changes were probably much less so, as project budget 
lines do not always factor in certain more qualitative 
dimensions. For instance, while the policy may dictate the 
rapid creation of a large number of social housing units to 
cope with an acute crisis, ecological imperatives may not 
necessarily be part of the social objective, at least initially. It 
is therefore essential to have a clear political commitment 
to the use of the model and its scope.

MESO LEVEL 
THE  
DOUGHNUT 
AS A PRISM 
FOR  (RE)- 
THINKING 
PUBLIC  
ACTION 
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It is interesting to note that, while the Doughnut can be applied to all types of objects, 
programmes, plans or strategies, it is not necessarily experienced as relevant by stakeholders. 
They would like to be able to identify where this tool effectively offers added value, in relation 
to the policy guidelines. What if a document under study is not intended to cover “global” 
factors? Maybe not everything should be analyzed through the prism of the Doughnut? Or, 
conversely, should we consider that the Doughnut spirit should by default guide all the policy 
guidelines, all the powers, all the actors of the city? These important policy choices must be 
made bearing in mind the importance of linking existing or ongoing strategies.

“The Doughnut can organize the territorial perspective 
by acting on a series of actions (Good Food, Good 
Move, etc.)” 

A participant from a workshop at perspective.brussels

A TOOL PAVING THE WAY FOR A PARTICIPATORY PROCESS
The work with public actors highlighted how a Doughnut approach can usefully support 
a participatory process, both within an administration (between services for example) but 
also with other regional stakeholders. Silos sometimes exist in the same institution, which 
the Doughnut would help to transcend, given its vocation of establishing dialogue to develop 
a broad perspective. Moreover, the participation of citizens and actors in the field would 
broaden the scope of possibilities and sharpen the analysis of the impacts of a decision or 
strategy on the realities experienced. This could give rise to a set of observations, or even 
make it possible to determine the most urgent local and global issues.

Applying the Doughnut tool to a concrete situation also makes it possible to highlight 
qualitative elements, beyond the numerical data. The articulation between the two remains 
of course essential. For example, having only a quantified target to reduce the use of 
plastic waste, without assessing the consequences of alternatives, may indirectly mean 
deforestation elsewhere in the world because of the corn crop needed to produce bioplastic.

In any case, before proposing this model, it is essential to have studied its complementarity 
with those that already exist, within each individual administration (e.g.: Sustainable 
Neighbourhoods, Quick Scan, etc.). According to our workshop participants, its flexible 
participatory aspect, which is not limitative in methodological terms, is nevertheless worth 
emphasizing. 

THREE DEGREES OF USE OF THE 
DOUGHNUT BY THE PUBLIC ACTORS

THE DOUGHNUT AS A TOOL FOR EVALUATING THE EFFECTS INDUCED 
BY AN ACTION ON THE NATURAL AND HUMAN ENVIRONMENT  
A political decision, like any action, generates outcomes (linked to the objectives of the 
action) but also has various effects (indirect impacts, not necessarily linked to the objectives 
pursued). Take a public decision in an economic field, which will not only have economic 
results, but also, almost certainly, social and ecological effects. Given the strong interrelations 
between economic, social and ecological issues and the importance of each of them in the 
current challenges, public action should at least be able to identify the induced effects of 
each of its actions.

The Doughnut can thus be used to force us to maintain this 360° vision, as the first degree of 
use for public action. Our era, that of climate emergency and social crisis, calls on us — at the 
very least — to remain attentive and to make an accurate and complete diagnosis of a given 
situation. Using the Doughnut to steer public action is a way of avoiding that a given action 
carried out by a given ministerial cabinet and a given administration generates — in addition 
to its outcomes — negative effects that will then have to be corrected by another ministerial 
cabinet with another administration, and so on... The use of the Doughnut should therefore 
make it possible to respond to the most pressing issues, while also making it possible to 
rationalize public action.

360°
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THE DOUGHNUT AS AN ANALYSIS AND DECISION-MAKING TOOL  
The economic transition will also have to be ecological and social and this is precisely what 
the Doughnut invites us to do. There is little doubt that the socio-economic crisis we are 
experiencing will take a turn for the worse. We need to be armed and at the ready to face up 
to the shocks (climate change, pandemics, etc.). Due to its characteristics, as set out above, 
the Doughnut can be part of the solution, as an analysis tool that widens the focus when 
formulating public policies and systematically seeks positive spin-offs to sectoral actions. 

The analysis of a public decision under the prism of the four lenses of the Doughnut reveals 
positive and negative impacts for each of them. Degree 1 of the use of Doughnut entails 
ensuring that the negative impacts induced by the decision are eliminated as far as possible. 
The next degree entails examining whether rethinking this decision, even at the margin, can 
maximize the positive impacts it induces, and generate positive spin-offs: positive impacts 
that are not directly related to the expected outcomes of the action but can be achieved 
at the same time, sometimes requiring only a small modification of the initial action. For 
example, granting subsidies to companies has economic and social impacts, and could 
have environmental impacts if certain criteria were added to the conditions for granting such 
subsidies.
 
Practice has shown that it is well worth implementing the Doughnut exercise from the 
diagnosis phase in order, in the words of our interlocutors, to “ask the right questions very 
early”, i.e. before the rollout of the programme. This does not mean, however, that nothing 
has to be studied beforehand. For the exercise to bear fruit, a certain degree of analysis 
(territorial, for example) and knowledge of the theme must be attained, in order to be able to 
feed the Doughnut and start the reflection in the most effective way possible.

The broad brainstorming that prepares the diagnosis in the run-up to an action can also 
incorporate factors beyond the control of the stakeholders. For example, during the COVID 
crisis, it was the precarious populations that suffered the most negative impacts. The crisis 
is therefore significantly weakening a social foundation that is already eroded.  That being 
said, some positive impacts were observed on the ecological ceiling (travel, especially by air, 
decreased). 

THE DOUGHNUT AS A TOOL TO BUILD NEW STAKEHOLDER NETWORKS 
Because the Doughnut analysis of a public action highlights impacts that can be unforeseen 
or unexpected, their identification should also lead to the involvement of other actors in the 
design of the action. If it has economic, social and ecological effects, do we have all the people 
around the table who are relevant to take these different issues into account? The Doughnut 
analysis can thus lead, for each action analyzed, to the construction of new networks of 
actors, which will contribute the various types of knowledge that must be confronted to 
gain a holistic understanding of the consequences of the action in question. The Doughnut 
not only allows us to no longer approach the action in a segmented or compartmentalized 
way, but also offers an opportunity to create bridges, in an ad hoc way (around a project) or 
structural way (around a plan), between the competences of the different institutions.
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THE EXAMPLE OF BeCircular

By integrating it in a cross-cutting way into regional policy-making, the Doughnut could then be applied and operationalized 
more specifically within the various plans or programmes. We briefly explored this possibility with the BeCircular programme 
team (a call for projects to support entrepreneurial initiatives in the circular economy in Brussels).

An initial exercise in which the criteria used for this call for projects were analyzed - the criteria used to evaluate the applications 
submitted by candidates - highlighted the following factors: 

LENS 3

Lens 3 is covered in a 
fairly broad manner. 
Indeed, particular 
attention is paid to 
evaluating the reduction 
of the “externalities” that 
projects should allow. 

LENS 2

Lens 2 is also 
concerned with these 
potential reductions in 
externalities. But, to fully 
cover this lens, it would 
also be necessary to 
take into account the 
potentially regenerative 
aspects, beyond the mere 
reduction of negative 
impacts.

LENS 1

Lens 1 is also directly 
considered, but only via 
the employment and 
income dimensions, i.e. 
the expected economic 
benefits of the projects 
selected. While projects 
can contribute to other 
dimensions of the lens 
(e.g. access to energy 
or mobility), these local 
social impacts are 
not directly taken into 
account as such. 

LENS 4
 

Finally, the exercise 
showed that lens 4 
(global-social) is not 
taken into account at 
all, which means that 
indirect social impacts 
outside the borders 
of the Region are not 
considered.

The rest of the analysis work must make it possible to 
collectively identify lines of approach (see Guide 3). Two 
were identified with the aim of moving towards greater 
consideration of all aspects of the Doughnut. The first line 
of approach suggests using the baseline constituted by 
the various dimensions of the Doughnut as a framework 
allowing candidates to objectify their externalities. For the 
time being, the notion of externality is only addressed via 
the quantities of materials saved by the implementation 
of the project. But these externalities can be more diverse 
than these aspects related to material resources, and 
taking account of environmental issues cannot be reduced 
to reducing externalities. We must admittedly move away 
from a degenerative economy, but also move towards a 
regenerative and distributive economy7. In other words, it 
is important to move beyond the logic of the lesser evil in 
order to also recognize and promote regenerative logics.

The second line of approach considers the integration of the 
Doughnut principles when accompanying the candidates 
of the call for projects. The various explorations carried 
out within the framework of the BrusselsDonut project 
show that the Doughnut is easier to grasp when working in 
a network, with peers, or in any case with a third party who 
facilitates its understanding and exploration. In the case 
of BeCircular, the possibility of a “Coaching Doughnut” 
would be an interesting lever to raise awareness among 
economic actors and disseminate to them the principles 
of the Doughnut. 

These lines of approach will still need to be operationalized 
but will identify the potential of such a tool, if it is integrated 
into broader policy objectives. 

7  See Guide 1 for the definition of these concepts.

LOCAL 
SOCIAL

globAL 
SOCIAL

globAL 
ecological

LOCAL 
ecological
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We conducted Doughnut analyses with three organizations in the Brussels-Capital Region 
based on their concrete situations. These organizations, which are companies in the classical 
sense as well as associations or cooperatives, became for us the subject of joint investigations: 
the renovation of a building according to a logic of re-use in the case of Masui, the setting up 
of a collective housing project as a community land trust in the case of Arc-en-Ciel, and the 
implementation of a construction site with circular experiments in the case of Delva.

By analyzing these projects, we wanted to allow the stakeholders to take a good hard look at their practices with the help of 
the Doughnut, the aim being to eventually transform or realign their future actions and projects. In addition, from a broader 
perspective, we wanted to better understand what a Doughnut economy in Brussels might look like, identifying all actions that 
take into account both the social foundation and the ecological ceiling.

Given the limited number of joint investigations carried out, we remain cautious about whether the lessons learned are 
applicable across the board. However, from this sample, we can already identify various lessons for the Brussels-Capital 
Region (and probably beyond). A more complete analysis of each of the joint investigations can be found in the Annex 
"Doughnut Joint Investigations" available at https://donut.brussels/.

THE SHORTCOMINGS OF ECONOMIC CRITERIA ALONE 

While Doughnut analyses can be conducted with organizations at various stages of their transition journey, our three joint 
investigation test cases start from an already proven awareness of the need for transition. The reasons that prompted the 
project carriers to sign up for the exercise are multiple: strengthen their practices through an external evaluation tool, better 
understand what the Doughnut theory is, go further in the transition, better analyze their action, or make their transition prac-
tices a little more visible.

The Doughnut analysis does not claim to completely reinvent the analysis approach of organizations that want to change their 
economic activities. One of the advantages of the framework is its holistic approach, which requires attention to be paid to 
all dimensions: economic, but also social and ecological. But in each of the cases, it made it possible to reveal previously 
unseen factors, or to bolster the actors’ existing practices. Nevertheless, thanks to the Doughnut analysis, some were able to 
discover internal contradictions or unexpected consequences of proposals that seem positive in one area but have negative 
repercussions in another.

MICRO LEVEL
ENTERING 
THE FLESH  
OF THE 
DOUGHNUT
THROUGH  
THE ACTION  
OF 
ORGANI-
ZATIONS
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A CONCRETE LEARNING PROCESS 
VIA THE FOUR LENSES
At the local level (lenses 1 and 2), the social dimension appeared 
as the most explicit: the stakeholders clearly express a desire to 
contribute to consolidating social cohesion in the territory. While 
the Doughnut as a tool did not trigger this desire, the analysis 
and discussion that the Doughnut stimulated helped strengthen 
it. While local environmental concerns are more implicit, they 
are, however, there under the surface and often linked to the 
social dimension. For example, the Arc-en-Ciel building, with 
common areas that can be used by the community, could 
become the starting point for organizing collective actions on 
local ecological issues such as mobility (a place where bicycles 
are shared or electric vehicles are recharged). Another example 
of a local socio-ecological issue came to the fore in the case of 
Delva: installing photovoltaic panels to power the site could also 
help to supply electricity to the neighbourhood. In this particular 
case, there has been an obstacle on the regulatory side, which 
is hampering this transfer for the time being.

The concern for the global-ecological dimension (lens 3) was 
very present, especially the issue of climate change, but it is 
difficult to quantify the benefits generated. At Masui, tools 
are used to perform a re-use balance sheet by calculating 
the quantities of re-used materials and the related financial 
flows. But taking stock of CO2 emission reductions is, on the 
other hand, more difficult to achieve due to a lack of more 
standardized settings and tools. Scientists and research clearly 
have a role to play in order to chart certain complex impacts. 
 
The global-social dimension (lens 4) seems to be the dimension 
least taken into account and often remains in the shadows. This 
can be the case for building materials sourced from regions 
of the world where the social foundation is not a concern, or 
the use of foreign labour without the capacity to verify working 
conditions. It should be noted, however, that the more the 
economy is relocated — and this can be seen as much in the 
case of Arc-en-Ciel as of Masui — the less negative impact 
it has on the global-social dimension. This lack of negative 
impact would benefit from being more clearly reflected in the 
description of any project. 

INTERNAL TRANSFORMATIONS 
AND VANISHING LINES
We use vanishing lines as a term to refer to the fact that 
transformations are not only for internal purposes or act 
on the present in transition situations. The vanishing lines 
lead to another part of the situation under analysis of which 
there is often some awareness in the cases that concern 
us, but that is boosted thanks to the analysis process.

First of all, it must be clarified that the analysis situation 
must be a protected situation, affording freedom of speech 
to anyone that has entered into it. Analysis can only play its 
role if these conditions are met. In one case, it appeared 
that certain apparently virtuous measures used as part of a 
project aimed at meeting environmental requirements had 
created conditions that were distressful for certain staff 
members due to the additional workload. The expression 
of this suffering was made possible only by the fact 
that they were not afraid to speak out. This called for a 
reorganization of the governance, stressing the need to 
work more collectively within the organization in question. 
This simple situation gives some idea of what needs to be 
taken into consideration. 

In general, we were able to observe the way in which the 
reflection of the actors progresses, by fostering a future-
looking mindset when it comes to identifying blockages 
or opportunities and coming up with creative solutions to 
solve them. The solutions provided are always partial, but 
they lead to others that sometimes bring new problems 
and that in turn lead to new proposals for solutions and 
objectives. It is not necessarily the situation of analysis 
that leads to this: it is triggered by the transition processes 
to which everyone has signed up. But the joint investigation 
can step up its dynamics by providing a framework and 
tools to help conceptualize it and make it visible.

The analyses show that the construction of complex 
networks is necessary to carry out the experiments paving 
the way towards the transition. In the case of Arc-en-Ciel, 
the project brings together many different actors, including 

the inhabitants concerned, an association involved in anti-
speculative projects, the public administration, but also, for 
example, an association hosting refugees, to name but a 
few. At Delva, similarly, in addition to the entrepreneur, the 
project brings on board, for example, an association that 
supports social employment or water recovery. Finally, at 
Masui, a coalition includes the Region that remains the 
owner of the building, a major cultural organization in the 
Brussels-Capital Region, an association specialized in re-
use, etc. The notion of network is largely integrated by all, 
bringing together the public, the private, the associative, 
even the Commons. These practices were down to 
organizations already well advanced in their transition 
process, but in some cases, the analysis made it possible 
to propose new avenues, new networks and possible 
alliances. Sometimes new courses of action were evoked 
and future-proofed so that they could also be used for 
projects down the road. 

Awareness of the relationship to society was also felt, with 
a view to ensuring the situation makes positive external 
contributions. It was not the Doughnut analysis that 
created the conditions for these contributions, but it helped 
to structure this vision. 
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THE CONTRIBUTION OF A 360° VISION
Applying the Doughnut to these three organizations offers 
a very important lesson in economic analysis: where 
the evaluation of certain projects by means of strictly 
economic cost-benefit analyses would only show the 
directly monetary (and quantifiable) aspects of the projects 
and would obscure most of their social and ecological 
benefits, the 360° vision offered by the Doughnut and its 
four lenses rebalances the representation.

In some cases, this broad vision brings into the balance the 
social benefits of a project that allows low-income people 
to access decent housing and that offers real security 
while keeping common land ownership, non-speculative. It 
also includes the possible reductions in social and health 
care costs brought about by the project. In other cases, 
as a counterweight to the monetary costs of renovating a 
building, a Doughnut prism analysis shows the benefits of 
maintaining public ownership of the building, the benefits 
of the energies generated in the neighbourhood and, more 
broadly, the forms of creativity and social integration 
triggered. The table below illustrates this contribution of 
the Doughnut vision in the case of the Delva project.

This kind of 360° approach has potentially three advantages 
at the level of organizations and beyond. First of all, 
it maps the way ahead for organizations that wish to 
brainstorm on their practices. Secondly, it helps to better 
steer public decisions in support of activity in the territory. 
And, by creating new indicators and criteria for project 
evaluation, the Doughnut is likely to play an important 
role in the change of baseline needed to support the 
transition. For far beyond the public evaluation criteria, and 
what constitutes its third advantage, the dissemination 
of the Doughnut and its four lenses among an increasing 
number of productive organizations could help to change 
attitudes that are still well anchored today: the notions 
of added value, profit, quality or performance would take 
on a different meaning. Of course, the Doughnut will not 
revolutionize accounting overnight, but highlighting 
facts that are too often overlooked could help change 
accounting and management policies, and ultimately the 
strategic orientation of organizations.

BEYOND ORGANIZATIONS, A SPACE 
WHERE THE STANDARD IS PRODUCED
However, it would be naive to think that only a change of 
compass could give rise to a change of course. Indeed, in 
order for the Doughnut to play a role as an accelerator of 
the transition, it is important to ensure, on the one hand, 
that it is not instrumentalized for green marketing purposes 
(Doughnut Washing). On the other hand, the activities 
reoriented in the light of the Doughnut must not be confined 
to a peripheral niche, which do not call into question other 
activities of the organization whose purposes and impacts 
run counter to the Doughnut philosophy. For example, we 
have seen that organizations with different purposes have 
found common ground, for example, on the importance of 
combating social dumping or on the potential of re-use in 
terms of job creation that cannot (or is not) relocatable. 
These two concerns are in keeping with the principles of a 
regenerative and distributive economy within the meaning 
of Kate Raworth. But how do these sincere concerns 
translate into the actual practices of these organizations? 
We may not be familiar with the social dynamics of the 
subcontracting companies, which may well employ staff in 
forms of social dumping, and whose materials may not be 
derived from re-use. And these practices are themselves 
part of a competitive economic network conducive to 
dumping and low-cost, low-regenerative practices.

This example shows that the Doughnut’s transformative 
potential is strongly linked to the network of stakeholders 
who have signed up for it, as well as to the standards, 
regulations, and economic policies that govern them. It 
is therefore essential that alliances be created at different 
levels, between different types of organizations and 
stakeholders to bring the Doughnut to the standard setters, 
and to create the conditions for public debate to collectively 
define the common norms of the transition.

COSTS BENEFITS

C
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S
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S

IS Financial costs of the investment

Cost of environmental loss of the plot used for 
construction

Supply of houses valued at their market price

Jobs and income generated by the investment

D
O

U
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U
T

A
N
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LY

S
IS

Environmental costs in the broad sense, minus the 
savings from circular economy initiatives (lenses 2 & 3)

Social and environmental costs for neighbours during 
the construction work (lenses 1 & 2)

Social costs of detached work (lenses 1 & 4)

Sharing of water and electricity within the 
neighbourhood 
(lens 1)

 
Use of suitable work (lens 1)

Typical cost-benefit analysis vs. Doughnut analysis
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SOME POLITICAL QUESTIONS DERIVED FROM 
DOUGHNUT ANALYSES OF ORGANIZATIONS 

As we said at the beginning of this chapter, we chose to draw on a sample of three situations 
to analyse whose work could be deepened in some respects, which already pinpoint many is-
sues with a more political scope. These organizations find themselves faced with blockages 
or difficulties that it is not up to them to solve alone. While it is not necessarily the Doughnut 
analysis that brought these questions to light, the Doughnut general approach and the goal 
of respecting the Doughnut boundaries oblige them to relay these questions to the public or 
in the form of recommendations addressed to the political decision-makers. The adoption of 
the Doughnut in the Brussels-Capital Region will have to take into account the multiplication 
of these publicized issues. Those formulated here mainly concern the re-use sector, a theme 
whose consistency from one meeting to another seemed very interesting to us in the case 
of Masui and that of Delva.

CLARIFYING THE CONCEPTS AND 
INSTRUMENTS FOR MEASURING THE 
CIRCULAR ECONOMY, PARTICULARLY 
IN TERMS OF RE-USE 
The notion of circular economy can be interpreted in a wide 
variety of ways. Several concepts such as re-use, recycling 
and retention are used, but the definitions are not always 
clear or uniform. In the same way, several measuring 
instruments to objectify impacts and results in the circular 
economy exist, some known and others less, but based on 
very different criteria and logic of calculations. Today, in the 
Brussels Region, it seems that it is the construction actors 
who decide individually on the basis of which concepts and 
measuring instruments the quantified balance sheets are 
produced and what figures they communicate. 

This makes it difficult and often impossible to compare efforts 
and impacts between circular economy initiatives. In addition, 
the marketing and "Circularity Washing" aspects may take 
over. Moreover, the circular economy is still today approached 
in a rather patchy way in terms of policies and administrations 
and a series of existing tools or actions are not yet sufficiently 
shared with a wider audience of the sectors and actors 
concerned. A debate should be established with the whole 
sector, public administrations, scientists, etc. 
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CHANGING PUBLIC PROCUREMENT 
RULES TO FACILITATE RE-USE
Public procurement is regulated by European and Belgian laws 
which impose very strict procedures when choosing service 
providers and when purchasing materials, which do not always 
facilitate certain circular economy principles, including re-use. 
Re-use materials are purchased when opportunities arise that 
are difficult to plan and therefore to integrate (demolition, public 
sale, second-hand sectors) into the service contracts for the 
realization of the work. As a result, there is no room for flexibility 
and creativity in the implementation of projects involving re-
use. There are also difficulties in integrating the one-time 
opportunities (unplannable at the time of launching the contract), 
difficulties in opening the field of re-use to all construction work, 
few levers to impose re-use materials respecting the 4 lenses 
of the Doughnut. The result is that re-use is not the top priority 
for the construction industry, remaining (too) modest and 
peripheral (often mainly furniture) and that any public contract 
that harbours big ambitions and impacts via re-use calls for a 
very high commitment in time and know-how by the developer.

According to the stakeholders, an in-depth review with lawyers, 
organizations, administrations and legislators involved in these 
matters is necessary if we want to give any chance to economic 
practices consistent with the principles of the Doughnut.

CREATING TRAINING COURSES AROUND 
RE-USE IN THE BRUSSELS-CAPITAL REGION 
The field of re-use opens up important avenues and op-
portunities for the creation of jobs and related training. 
Learning how to make inventories of existing technical 
materials and equipment, analyze their condition and 
re-use, ensure damage-free dismantling both for the mate-
rial and for the frame to be transported, conditioned and 
stored, cleaned and repaired, adapted and assembled or 
rebuilt drawing on traditional craftsmanship, to design, but 
also learning to write programmes for open and flexible 
work, to develop evolutionary architectural concepts and 
drawings, reversible and respecting the existing, to conduct 
technical research, to revisit the criteria and procedures of 
urban planning permits, to write specifications decoupling 
the purchase and installation of materials, to carry out 
work (including technical) on the basis of the existing and 
re-use, to calculate the social and environmental impact 
assessments, and so many others, are all avenues to ex-
periment and develop not just by contractors but also by 
workers, architects, contracting bodies, administrations, 
teacher,researchers and designers, today and tomorrow! 
While training in the construction industry is rather lacklus-
tre, re-use could give it a new lease of life and and a new 
attractiveness.

THE HUGE PROBLEM OF SOCIAL  
DUMPING VS THE RE-USE SOLUTION
This issue emerged twice, on the one hand in the situation 
of the Delva project and in Masui’s initial questions. It ap-
pears clearly that in the construction industry, the problem 
of competitive bidding for workers from other European 
countries is a fundamental problem and in complete op-
position to the vision promulgated by the Doughnut theory. 
The construction actors seem to have no choice but to use 
the services of subcontractors who carry out international 
recruitment allowing workers from countries where the 
cost of employment is lower to come directly to compete 
with local workers. This creates a gnawing situation of 
rivalry which is perceptible within the construction site 
themselves, which is not often brought to light and on 
which there is little visibility in terms of existing legislation 
(public procurement, competition).

Thus, there may be a strong link between re-use — circular 
economy — and strengthening employment pools. Re-use 
can only take place in fairly short circuits, geographically 
and in terms of intermediaries, contrary to the norm in 
conventional construction sectors. It is an entire part of the 
economy that can be relocated consistent with distributive 
and regenerative principles. In short, there is therefore 
an alliance between employment and re-use… one that 
deserves to be debated, deepened and further researched.
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NANO LEVEL
THE  
DOUGHNUT 
OBJECT 
ANALYSIS  
TO REVEAL 
THE IMPACTS 
OF OUR  
CONSUMP-
TION

The Doughnut analysis of a daily object such as the smartphone, 
presented in Guide 1, also allows us to draw lessons for the Brussels-
Capital Region, on the ways in which the products consumed there impact 
its ecological ceiling and its social foundation. Here we go through 
their different dimensions in order to highlight significant examples of 
impacts associated with the object studied, the smartphone8. 

A POSSIBLE TRANSGRESSSION OF 
THE ECOLOGICAL CEILING?

First of all, it should be noted that most of the findings that are formulated here are not specific 
to Brussels but are applicable to many territories in which there is a significant consumption 
of electronic objects and where the smartphone has become an almost essential part of daily 
life. However, this does not take away from the usefulness of identifying the local and global 
mechanisms in which the Region participates, given that they may spawn questions relevant for a 
connectivity and digital life that are more compatible with the Doughnut boundaries. 

Climate change is reinforced by CO2 emissions from the manufacture, transportation and use of 
the smartphone. First of all, calculating the carbon footprint of a smartphone reveals that 80% of 
the energy used in its life cycle comes from the manufacturing stage. However, most smartphones 
are manufactured in countries such as China or Vietnam, which are countries whose energy mix 
is mainly composed of fossil fuels such as coal and oil. Secondly, transportation is a factor 
throughout the life cycle of a smartphone: this is why we can say that a smartphone goes “several 
times around the world” during its existence. Thirdly, during the smartphone usage phase, the 
majority of the energy consumed emitting CO2 comes from the services rendered by the device. 
Indeed, the energy consumed strictly at local level, in Brussels, concerns only the charging of the 
battery, which represents only 1% to 5% of the total energy consumed. The remaining 99% to 95% 
are related to services offered and made possible by the telephone. These services are provided 
by local and global infrastructures that are “invisible” but well present, such as data centres that 
store very large amounts of data or modems that provide internet connections in our homes. 
Emissions from these infrastructures are, however, very difficult to quantify. A mobile application 
used in Brussels will therefore consume both local and global energy.

Land-use changes and deforestation are exacerbated by mining. Our analysis identifies 
significant deforestation, especially in the raw material extraction stage. Illegal mining has 
particularly ravaged the Amazon rainforest, a forest essential for the global balance of our planet. 
Madre de Dios in Peru is the area of the Amazon most devastated by mining. 

8  See the full list of references in the methodological appendix of the smartphone Doughnut analysis, 
available at https://donut.brussels/

According to some studies, over the past 35 years more 
than 950 000 hectares of forest have been destroyed, partly 
because of the extraction of gold and coltan, which are two 
essential elements to make a smartphone. 

Biodiversity loss is also accentuated by mining: studies 
show a high risk of species disappearance in habitats 
where mining is rampant. For example, the pink dolphin, a 
species emblematic of Brazil, is increasingly threatened by 
mercury contamination rates in the Amazon watersheds. 
Mercury is frequently used in the gold mining process.

Ocean acidification and freshwater withdrawals are also 
among the impacts of smartphone manufacturing: water 
bodies absorb increasing amounts of CO2, jeopardizing 
aquatic ecosystems and the balance of biogeochemical 
cycles. Moreover, it is also necessary to take into account 
the manufacturing stage, which uses huge amounts of fresh 
water. This topic is crucial for the future of the industry.

Chemical pollution and the introduction of new entities 
into the environment are issues largely related to the end 
of the life cycle of a smartphone. Significant amounts of 
electronic waste are illegally relocated, which does not 
favour an environmentally-friendly end of life for the object. 
Although significant efforts are being made in Brussels 
to manage waste streams, some e-waste, including 
smartphones, are being relocated to places like Guiyu, a 
Chinese city known as the “world capital of e-waste”. This 
waste causes significant pollution related to heavy metals 
from the devices and has a very worrying environmental 
impact on aquatic systems.

Our smartphone Doughnut analysis highlights impacts 
that can affect the different dimensions of the ecological 
ceiling. It is interesting to note that our analyzed object is 
very representative of the overshooting of planetary limits 
already underway.
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A POSSIBLE TRANSGRESSION 
OF THE SOCIAL FOUNDATION?

The deterioration in health related to continuous exposure 
to hazardous materials during raw material extraction, 
manufacturing and end-of-life is unfortunately still all too often 
the sad reality. Globally, China produces 90% of the “rare earths”, 
which are essential to make a smartphone. China is also home 
to “the rare earths lake”, an artificial lake of toxic residues from 
industrial mining. Populations in the vicinity of this lake are not 
spared and testimonies show a significant deterioration in 
their health. In addition, workers, especially women, bear the 
brunt of the suffering associated with working in smartphone 
manufacturing factories in Vietnam. This is the country that 
hosts the largest share of Samsung smartphone production. 
These women report having health problems such as the 
increased incidence of miscarriages. In the end-of-life stage, 
the informal management of illegally relocated “e-waste” in 
southern countries such as Ghana or China poses significant 
health problems generated by exposure to hazardous chemicals 
that make up electronic devices such as smartphones. This 
waste generally comes from the countries of the North.

The use of smartphones has negative health effects. In 
Brussels, we find that the use of smartphones increases 
the risk of developing certain forms of addiction or anxiety 
related to the omnipresence of this object from the time we 
make up to the time we go to bed. This anxiety can come from 
“nomophobia”, this fear of being unable to communicate or 
access information, or from FOMO (fear of missing out), this 
“fear of missing something” when you disconnect. In addition, 
a smartphone can contribute to the impoverishment of 
social relations and the erasure of the boundaries between 
private and professional life. In addition to that, they also 
trigger problems of digital impotence because these devices 
are not “user-friendly” technologies, that is, they are not easy 
to appropriate. We therefore find ourselves powerless in the 
face of services that require very technical and undemocratic 
knowledge to be used. Digital vulnerability, the increased 
possibility of being monitored with a smartphone, for example 
with geolocation, is also a negative impact in our Region.

Labour and income during the raw material extraction, 
manufacturing and end-of-life phases are problematic. 
Precarious work is a factor throughout the life cycle of a 
smartphone. The vast majority the miners working in the 
extraction of raw materials do not have the most basic 
protective equipment such as gloves or masks. Artisan miners 
sometimes do not have the necessary health information to 
exploit or handle certain dangerous elements. Alongside 
precarious work, we also find voluntary or forced child labour. 
According to UNICEF, in 2014, 40 000 boys and girls worked 
in mines in southern Congo under extreme conditions. Poor 
working and income conditions are also observed at the 
manufacturing stage in factories but also at the end of life 
stage, where e-waste management in the countries of the 
South is done informally and does not offer decent working 
conditions. According to some investigations, there are mass 
detention camps in China linked to factories manufacturing 
electronic components for well-known smartphone brands. In 
these camps, the Uyghur community, in particular, are believed 
to suffer conditions of forced labour. At the local level, 
smartphones contribute greatly to the phenomenon known as 
the uberization of society, which is undermining the economic 
model of our Region. The new services made possible by this 
phenomenon are neither fully defined nor regulated, allowing 
large companies to benefit from legal loopholes and which can 
lead to very precarious working conditions for couriers.

With regard to sustainable consumption and production, 
planned obsolescence leads to overconsumption of smart-
phones in our Region. This phenomenon is accompanied by an 
over-abstraction of natural resources elsewhere in the world.

Problems of social equity are also observed in the extraction 
of raw materials. In industrial mining projects, local 
populations rarely manage to make their voices heard. 
They are often constrained by the decisions of the State 
and mining companies, sometimes even displaced from 
their original lands. In addition, conflicts commonly arise 
within a community between those who support mining 
projects and those who question or refuse them. The bonds 
of solidarity and the social fabric end up being weakened. 

Finally, surveys show that some mining companies pay very 
low taxes or engage in tax evasion. At the local level, the risk 
of extreme polarization of society and the creation of digital 
social bubbles increases with the use of a smartphone. The 
dissemination and increasing ubiquity of fake news (infox) is 
also a negative impact worth mentioning. 

Peace and justice in the extraction of raw materials are 
also a key issue. In areas characterized by armed conflict, 
resources make it possible to finance armed groups who 
inflict extreme violence against local populations. The 
“warlords” control the mines supplying important metals for 
our smartphones such as coltan in the Kivu region of the 
Democratic Republic of Congo.

Let us conclude this list of impacts by noting that the Brussels-
Capital Region has serious assets to drastically limit the 
most negative impacts of the smartphone. In particular, it 
is committed resolutely to a policy of circularization of its 
economy which promotes recycling, re-use, reconditioning, etc.  
Innovative organizations already offer refurbished electronic 
objects (repaired and then resold in second hand outlets). 
The generalization to electronics of the practices of sharing, 
mutualization, functionality, re-use, etc., which are also well 
anchored in the Region in many areas, should help to limit the 
high turnover of smartphones and its negative side-effects.

THE POSITIVE IMPACTS OF 
A SMARTPHONE: A FACET 
NOT TO BE NEGLECTED

With its systemic and global vision, the Doughnut theory 
prompts us to reflect on all the impacts of an entity or 
practice. It is therefore logical not to neglect the positive 
impacts, even if they are probably more obvious and do 
not require the same investigative and whistle-blowing 
work as the other impacts. This is why we set out here 
some examples of positive impacts related to the stage of 
smartphone usage at the regional level.
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First of all, it goes without saying that the generalization of the smartphone contributes to an 
extensive connectivity of the citizens of the Region and to an easier access to information. 
Brussels is home to a population of very varied origins, and the smartphone can help maintain 
contacts between its inhabitants and their relatives living sometimes far away. More than 
ever during periods of lockdown, the smartphone has proved to be a valuable means of 
maintaining ties.

Mobile apps for a more sustainable city: The Brussels Smart city and applications from 
citizen initiatives. The Brussels Smart city project relies on information and communication 
technologies to develop the Region in a more sustainable way. For example, the STIB 
application helps the people of Brussels to optimally plan their journey by public transport. 
This can have a positive impact in terms of connectivity in the Region as well as the user 
experience thanks to time savings. It makes it possible to encourage the use of public 
transport rather than private transport modes, which are often less environmentally friendly. 
As for the Brulingua application, it can have an impact in the field of income and work. Actiris 
offers linguistic support to improve the level of Dutch, French, German or English of the 
Region’s inhabitants. Improving language proficiency is a key factor in finding a job or in 
seeking better remuneration.

In addition to the applications proposed by the Brussels Smart City project, applications 
from citizen initiatives have also emerged. For example, the Happy Hours Market app 
allows users to buy unsold food products in the Brussels Region. This has a positive impact 
on waste flows in the Region and serves to combat food waste. This initiative also has an 
impact on the food dimension of the social foundation. The application facilitates access to 
quality basic foodstuffs for a segment of the Brussels population which does not have easy 
access to them, while facilitating the management of waste by traders and the reduction of 
related costs. In conclusion, it is a mobile application that makes the Brussels-Capital Region 
more sustainable thanks to positive environmental and social impacts.

Promoting citizen participation via a smartphone: the Brussels By Us project. Launched 
in 2019, this project aims to improve the living environment in certain neighbourhoods 
of the Brussels Region through citizen participation. The latter is implemented through a 
mobile application downloadable on smartphone allowing citizens to give their opinion and 
formulate concrete proposals for the improvement of their neighbourhood. Even if it is a pilot 
initiative, such an application carries potentially positive impacts in terms of social equity.

In the face of the potential positive impacts of applications, it is nevertheless necessary 
to keep in mind the ever-present risk of the rebound effect. After all, it is not because an 
application makes it possible to reduce road traffic or the quantity of unsold food that we 
can necessarily overlook the environmental costs of digital infrastructure (data centres, 
hardware, etc.), which can cancel out – at least in part – the gains made.
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At the end of our analysis, we were satisfied that the Doughnut approach can contribute 
significantly to thinking the transition policy at the Brussels scale. Because it integrates 
economic, social and ecological issues in all respects, because it allows us to understand 
the blockages and the obstacles, because it invites us to redirect and transform actions to fit 
within boundaries that it allows us to define collectively. But, despite its apparent simplicity, the 
Doughnut approach is eminently complex.

THE DOUGHNUT AS AN OVERARCHING FRAMEWORK

In order for an economy compatible with the Doughnut to develop, in the Brussels region in particular, we have identified 
certain conditions that must be met, starting with the need to make the Doughnut an overarching framework. Should it be the 
subject of a political commitment? That goes without saying, in order to give the impetus, support the volunteers, encourage 
the less enthusiastic, promote the fine understanding of the Doughnut and trigger a broad movement of appropriation.

But the Doughnut is also a common space of values, conducive to multiple forms of transformative experiments and 
exchanges that foster debate and sustain democracy. Together within a coalition, these multiple experiments could also 
help to make the Doughnut a common overarching framework. This double movement however implies the need to widely 
disseminate the model, to facilitate its appropriation within organizations and to open spaces for debate to, together, move 
towards the Doughnut.

CLARIFYING WHAT CAN BE EXPECTED FROM THE DOUGHNUT 

During our work, we could not shake off the impression that the Doughnut approach could be mistaken for yet another plan 
to be added to the many others, including the sustainable development plans developed in recent years by public or private 
organizations. Yet, clearly, the Doughnut approach does not replace an action plan as such, is not a substitute for something else.

The Doughnut is above all a way of raising questions across teams, rather than a tool that is applied externally like an audit. It 
is a source of inspiration, a way to identify new directions, an opportunity to deepen an aspect or to complete an approach. Far 
from being limited to a single plan, the Doughnut analysis will undoubtedly lead to cross-referencing others, as well as other 
skills, other sectors, to bring about new collaborations and new alliances. For example, shouldn’t these Doughnut analyses 
be conducted with other stakeholders (civil society organizations, scientists, users, etc.) in ways that should be co-defined?

For public action, in any case, as highlighted by a participant in our workshops: “If the government wants to adopt the Doughnut 
theory, it must become a ridge line that crosses all administrations. ”

HOW TO MAKE  
BRUSSELS  
EMBRACE 
THE  
DOUGHNUT?

 

“If the 
government 
wants to adopt 
the Doughnut 
theory, it must 
become a 
ridge line that 
crosses all 
administrations. ”

A workshop 
participant
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FACILITATING A COLLECTIVE 
AND PRAGMATIC 
APPROPRIATION OF 
THE DOUGHNUT 

The Doughnut is a simple image for a complex theory and 
a fairly high level of understanding is required to apply it 
properly. But this understanding does not necessarily 
depend on a purely theoretical knowledge. On the contrary, 
the approach is meant to be transformative and pragmatic: 
understanding by doing. And that is why we offer tools and 
methodological guides for all levels of approach (see Guide 
3). But our experience shows that facilitation remains 
necessary at each level, to carry out these analyses 
rigorously and overcome some understandable reluctance. 
This facilitation is best entrusted to people outside the 
organization.

For example, why not a:

 – “Doughnut coach”, funded by or integrated into a re-
gional administration to support organizations. This 
possibility was raised in particular during the Doughnut 
analysis of the BeCircular programme, as part of the 
granting of subsidies to companies;

 – networks of transition actors who exchange mutual 
services and/or form a Doughnut support platform;

 – operators in continuing education who build on their 
approach to raising awareness of the Doughnut 
through concrete object or action analysis; 

 – etc.

Over and beyond the different levels of approach, but 
starting from a common core that should be the application 
of the four lenses, interaction would inform the knowledge 
and practices, allowing them to be fine-tuned and gathered 
within a pooling platform. 

DEVELOPING ACTIVE NETWORKS FOR 
MOBILIZATION AND DEBATE 

Each analyzed situation generates internal transformative capabilities, but also requests for 
external transformations. No organization and no structure can engineer its transformation 
alone without a change in its surroundings. Any transformative intention with regard to 
foundations and ceilings therefore requires a search for alliances and networks, multiple 
skills to meet the challenges of regenerativity and distributivity. This aspect came very much 
to the fore during the Doughnut analyses with organizations, but it exists at all levels.

There are sometimes regulations that block or hinder the possibilities of transition that fall 
within the purview of the political sphere. We believe that stakeholders at all levels must 
also be able to come together to act on and with the political world. Take for example the 
case of the 60 companies which, like in France, submitted a petition to the Belgian federal 
government on the duty of vigilance which “aims to prevent and repair human rights violations 
and environmental damage caused by their activities and by the activities of their subsidiaries, 
subcontractors or suppliers”. This goes to show that a company is not only an economic 
actor, but it can also be a political actor, in the militant sense of the term, by opening a debate 
in the public space.

In this register, why not see political entities as having in turn a militant role? This was seen, 
for example, with the network of Walloon municipalities and the CNCD-11.11.11 against TTIP 
or Wallonia against CETA. Faced with certain political issues that go beyond the prerogatives 
of our Region, the latter can very well express its requests in connection with organizations 
of all types and citizens.

Finally, the elaboration of the Doughnut portrait of the Brussels-Capital Region shows 
that a Doughnut portrait can be the result of a complex dynamic in which indicators are 
selected from rich and varied processes involving scientists, members of civil society 
and administrations. But what is interesting in this process is that those who contribute 
to the creation of the portrait can also be those who analyze their activities in the light of 
the Doughnut… an organization conducting the Doughnut analysis of its activities can very 
well provide indicators related to this activity and participate in the establishment of the 
portrait that serves as a framework for its analysis. We see this virtuous box-inside-a-box as 
an indicator of democratic creativity.
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FORMING A DOUGHNUT 
COALITION  

Adopting the Doughnut means coming together within 
a space of shared values, between the social foundation 
and the environmental ceiling. And in order for the 
BrusselsDonut adventure to emerge from its testing phase 
and become anchored in Brussels’ practices, we call 
for the creation of a vast Doughnut coalition. To gather 
experiments, to fine tune methodologies, to develop new 
approaches, to produce knowledge, to organize meetings, 
to stimulate debates.

In our view, this coalition should be in line with the 
distributive and regenerative vision of the Doughnut, in 
other words made up of a multitude of stakeholders where 
the wealth of knowledge produced is common, as well as 
the resources necessary for its development.
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The Doughnut uses illustrations to depict the boundaries that we must 
respect today: those of the social foundation and the ecological ceiling, 
between which the viable space of our societies falls, that of socially just 
and environmentally safe economies. 

For 10 months, with a diverse spectrum of stakeholders, we have explored 
different ways of applying this Doughnut economy to the Brussels Region. 
Discover the results!

Download the other guides
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