57 PURDUE | g

UNIVERSITY Ecological Engineering

EEE Research Seminar
Date: March 5, 2024, at 10:30AM
Location: POTR 234 (Fu Room)

Weslynne Ashton, Ph.D.

Professor

Stuart School of Business
and Institute of Design

lllinois Institute of Technology

A Circular Economy for Food: Design, engineering, and management
perspectives

Abstract

Across the United States, food insecurity is coupled with massive amounts of food waste. Both are symptoms of a
larger problem - a food system built around a goal of profitability, mindsets of scarcity, and values that entrench
the exploitation of both people and planet. This system has developed an infrastructure designed to move large
amounts of fresh and preserved food items across large distances at low costs in one direction. Many recognize
that the current linear organization of the food system is both wasteful and unsustainable, and efforts to reduce
and recycle wasted food are aligned with the concept of the circular economy (CE). The CE proposes that societies
reduce the resources extracted from the earth to produce what humans need, and keep resources in circulation
through multiple reuse and recycling loops, greatly reducing waste and regenerating value from those resources.
But this techno-economic discourse often ignores historic and contemporary inequities. Since 2020, there has been
a concerted rise in initiatives to support justice and equity alongside sustainability and circularity in food supply
chains. At the Institute of Design Food Systems Action Lab at lllinois Tech, we take a systems approach grounded
in building and strengthening relationships with community-based food system stakeholders, understanding their
diverse needs, story-telling with data in compelling ways, and co-designing systemic interventions to help realize
aspirations for a thriving food economy. As we work to craft more circular food systems, it is necessary to grapple
with the tensions among diverse stakeholders’ visions, priorities and values, in order to create inclusive pathways
for food production, consumption and regeneration.
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