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Rebel(lious) visions for a post-Covid-19 society



Earlier this year we published our first-ever Rebel book: Challenge Your Professional Life went to print 
right before Covid-19 hit. Countries were slowly starting to talk about lockdowns, travel bans were put 
in place, and work-from-home policies were implemented. The concept of the workplace changed, and 
so did the meaning of rebellion in the workplace, the central theme of our book.

With the freshly printed book on our home-office desks, we wondered: what additional perspectives 
could Rebels bring to the table for a post-Covid-19 recovery? Not just in terms of health: a recovery for 
the economy, the environment, mobility, the division of care and corporate culture.

And additional perspectives they had. About the various industries and how Covid-19 did not only cause 
a crisis, turns out it could also provide us a momentum for change. From thought-provoking opinion 
pieces to concrete, action-focused advice and frameworks: Rebels wrote about a range of industries 
and their vision for those industries post-Covid-19, from plastic recycling to carbon emissions to the 
construction industry.

So here we are, six months after the publication of Challenge Your Professional Life, with a collection of 
publications, bundled into an E-book: Bouncing Back. Rebel(lious) visions for a post-Covid-19 society. A 
content & opinion focused addition to the printed edition of our book, packed with ideas for a better, 
different, more sustainable tomorrow. 

The world might not look the same, and maybe we shouldn’t want it to. 

No Change Without A Rebel.
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• We need: Resilience and proximity in order to guide economic recovery 
• We value: The importance of local networks
• We propose: Building attractive places to work and live outside of the major cities

Governments are facing a number of tough choices right now: how do you support the economy while 
balancing the budget? And what is the best approach to take post-corona? Start throwing money around 
and hope that it lands in the right place? Or do you take the Dutch polder approach and consult, discuss, 
and negotiate until you reach a consensus? Either of these options would be a missed opportunity, as 
neither is based on a clear leitmotif—a concept that is lacking altogether in the current public debate.
Most of the proposals we are seeing right now fall back on political standpoints from before the 
coronavirus crisis. Politicians who have always called for sustainability measures are saying that “now 
is the time” to invest in such efforts—the same argument used by other politicians who have always 
been in favor of additional funding for the healthcare sector. Such “now-isms” are really just lobbying in 
disguise. But more importantly, they are counterproductive.

Chapter 1.

Authors:  Lenny van Klink & Enno Gerdes 

How a clear leitmotif can help guide economic recovery | Lenny van Klink & Enno Gerdes   

How a clear leitmotif can help guide economic 
recovery

Economy / The Netherlands
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Resilience and proximity
A leitmotif would provide the direction that is needed in the recovery of our economy. The leitmotif 
we propose is simple: increase our resilience and focus on appropriate proximity. Resilience is needed 
because the coronavirus crisis will not be the last crisis. And when the next crisis does come along, it is 
crucial that we are better prepared to absorb the disruptions it will cause. Proximity is needed because 
we can no longer be dependent on far-away countries for vital products and services, and because 
we want to draw on the strength of local networks. We should invest in our own production capacity 
and stockpiles, even if—at first glance—it may seem less efficient than relying on just-in-time imports 
from China. We must redefine exactly what our truly essential sectors are. The policies we make should 
be appropriate to the Dutch context: the Netherlands has an open economy, and we need to steer clear 
of protectionism and autarchy. But we also need to make explicit choices when it comes to the allies we 
want to be dependent on, and those choices should be based on reciprocity.

This leitmotif is derived from the lessons we learned over the past few months, 
during the intelligent lockdown.
The Netherlands has an outstanding IT infrastructure. With our nation-wide network of fast internet 
connections, we are international leaders. This not only enabled our schools and universities to shift 
to electronic instruction during the lockdown, but also provided us with an effective fallback for other 
sectors: for a lot of people, working from home has already become the new normal.
 
“Most of us have also become acutely aware of the importance of local 
networks.”
 
The limited amount of contact that we were able to maintain during the lockdown was with people who 
were literally in close proximity to us. This allowed us to preserve vital local services and facilities.
Most of us have also become acutely aware of the importance of local networks. The limited amount of 
contact that we were able to maintain during the lockdown was with people who were literally in close 
proximity to us. This allowed us to preserve vital local services and facilities.
But we have also learned from our mistakes: we saw shortages of testing materials and protective clothing, 
bringing home the realization that we have become overly dependent on a just-in-time economy, with 
suppliers all around the world. This problem has yet to be resolved. Whenever a vaccine for Covid-19 
does become available, it will not be produced in the Netherlands. As a trading nation, the Netherlands 
is relatively well-equipped in this regard, but dependency still involves risks.
Finally, we learned that space is needed in order to maintain distance. This leads to problems in our 
cities, which have become more and more densely populated in recent years. The Netherlands is a small 
country, but there is no need for the majority of the population to be huddled together in a quarter of 
the total land area. Increasing population density leads to problems at the personal level as well. Nursing 
homes, in which many elderly people are living in close proximity to one other, have proven to be our 
Achilles’ heel during the corona pandemic.

How a clear leitmotif can help guide economic recovery | Lenny van Klink & Enno Gerdes   5



How do you use a leitmotif?
Let‘s consider our infrastructure. We need to find the right balance between working remotely and at 
the office, and we need a transportation system that offers a large amount of space for small-scale 
movements. We need spacious bicycle highways and small buses more than we need new freeways or 
railways. We need to spread out our working times to avoid peak pressure in public transportation and 
on the roads.
 
“We need to develop attractive places to live and work outside the 
Randstad”.
 
And we need to invest even more in our IT infrastructure to eliminate the necessity of being on the road 
every day and ensure that people can do a lot of their work from home.
According to the Dutch government, we are facing the greatest economic crisis since World War II. In 
1948, the recovery of the European economy started with the Marshall Plan. That plan also had a leitmotif: 
fight the threat of communism in Western Europe and promote American industry by rebuilding Europe’s 
infrastructure and feeding hungry mouths. The coronavirus has not destroyed our infrastructure. But we 
do need to take a critical look at it to see what parts we can still use. A clear leitmotif can help us make 
smart choices.

Contact the authors: Lenny van Klink and Enno Gerdes.
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We’re calling for: A new division in responsibilities

What does this require?

 1. A strong government: Damage needs to be repaired and new frameworks established
 2. A smart government: Act in accordance with the latest scientific knowledge and insights
 3. A restrained government: Allowing the private sector and society ample room to   
  maneuver within the established frameworks

The corona crisis is having a significant impact. Companies and individuals have been hard hit and 
many have turned to the government for support. Nevertheless, a dominant role for government today 
does not mean that a dominant role will be needed in perpetuity. We are calling for a strong, smart 
government but one that knows when not to intervene.

The government should not merely throw money at the economic problems caused by the corona crisis. 
‘Right now’ is not the best time to do things that we have always wanted to do anyway. In our view, 
the way forward is smart investment based on a clear leitmotif which relies on resilience, proximity and 
measures that are appropriate to the national context.

Authors:  Lenny van Klink & Enno Gerdes 

Economic recovery demands a strong, smart but restrained government | Lenny van Klink & Enno Gerdes   

Chapter 2. Economic recovery demands a strong, smart but 
restrained government

Economy / The Netherlands
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But who should be responsible for pursuing this leitmotif? The government? The private sector? Society 
at large? Again, we have little confidence in pat answers (“at this time there is an important role for…”). 
Rather, we need to examine and analyze the situation and draw lessons from the past – just as we did 
when formulating the leitmotif.

Black swan
The government is now playing a major role in mitigating the negative economic impact of the corona 
crisis. We see parallels between the current situation and the financial crisis of twelve years ago. Both 
involve low probability risks which have a major impact when they actually come to fruition: the ‘black 
swan’ described by Nassim Nicholas Talib in his 2007 book. We can insure ourselves against many types 
of risk: sickness, road accidents or storm damage, for example. However, there is no mature insurance 
market which will cover the financial impact of a banking crisis or a global pandemic. Very few insurers 
offer relevant products and very few customers demand them. The only actor able to respond to a ‘black 
swan’ is therefore the government.

Government as ‘retroactive insurer’
When a government mitigates negative impact, it is taking on the role of a ‘retroactive insurer’. Premiums 
will be collected at some later date, perhaps in the form of reduced expenditure on public services or as 
dividends claimed from national airlines.

Within the public debate, this role is often conflated with an entitlement to determine the future form 
of our economic system.

“‘He who pays the piper calls the tune,’ would seem to be the thinking. 
When responsibilities are assigned, the government claims the lion’s share 
at the expense of the private sector and the citizen.”
 
Historically, we see many examples of a major crisis leading to the reframing of the relationships between 
the various actors. In the 1950s, the government was dominant in the post-war reconstruction process. 
The oil crisis of the 1970s was one of the triggers for the wave of privatizations seen in the subsequent 
two decades. The fall of communism was one of the factors that inspired the ‘third way’ espoused by 
Tony Blair and others.

Our preference: a strong, smart but restrained government
The corona crisis need not automatically create an ongoing dominant role for the government. Ideally, 
all actors will come together to make agreements about their future responsibilities and the degree of 
discretion that each will enjoy. We wish to see a new division of responsibilities in which the government 
acts in a strong, smart but extremely restrained, ‘hands off’ manner. It must be strong, not only because 
there will be damage to repair but because clear frameworks must be established. The government can 
be extremely active in both spheres. It must be smart because it is desirable for government to act in 
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accordance with the latest scientific knowledge and insights. But it must also be restrained, allowing the 
private sector and society ample room to maneuver within the established frameworks. Government 
should not intervene unless absolutely necessary. An overly dominant role at this time will inevitably lead 
to suboptimal solutions and disappointing results.

Contact the authors: Lenny van Klink and Enno Gerdes.
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• Diversification of the supply chain
• Stimulus packages for green initiatives
• Dynamic pricing to ensure tariffs are adjusted to volatile conditions

The maritime industry is accused of being slow to change and not entrepreneurial enough. JP Verschuure 
feels that Covid-19 may change this situation. Even the most pessimistic scenarios agree that the 
Covid-19 pandemic will be over quicker than the time it takes to develop a port facility. Given that 
most investments in the port industry last for 30 years, coronavirus should be placed in a long-term 
perspective. However, re-start of economies and changes in industry will occur at an extreme pace and 
ports need to be ready to respond to these rapid changes. The question is, however, how much will 
actually change?

Nearshoring? Possibly – but how near and for how long?
The Covid-19 pandemic has underlined the vulnerability of global supply chains. However, the largest 
problem has really been that production in China stopped while demand in Europe was still up, and now 
when production is resuming in the Far East, weak demand is occurring in Europe and the Americas.
Clearly, the pandemic occurring out of sync across various continents has been more problematic than 

Author:  Johan-Paul Verschuure

Diversification potential | Johan-Paul Verschuure

Chapter 3. Diversification potential

Ports / Transportation / Maritime / Diversification / Global
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the actual impact of the virus on shipping of goods over long distances. Manning a ship only requires 
relatively few staff who have limited contact outside the other crew members. The only disruptions 
actually reported in the industry have been difficulties with crew changes happening. However, with 
clear protocols and increased testing of crews, shipping should continue almost as normal.
Few ports have actually reported full operational shutdowns during the “Great Lockdown” due to the 
tremendous commitment showed by the stevedores and port staff to keep the waterfront port of 
logistics chains running normally. In fact, the reverse might be true because trucking of goods has been 
more impacted than shipping with borders closed and long delays/congestion at ports. Nearshoring will 
struggle with these challenges.

“Adopting digital applications to make supply chains more efficient and 
transparent, plus use of automated terminals, means operations can 
proceed normally during pandemic disruptions. In general, supply chain 
issues were not caused by them being global.”
 
Even within Europe great differences are occurring in how the pandemic spreads, just moving production 
nearer may not solve the problem of production/consumption being disrupted at different moments. 
Also, it is not feasible to nearshore all supply chains to within trucking distance for all customers. The 
great variety of products and combinations of complex half products and raw materials will result in 
supply chains still spanning across countries even continents. So how near would nearshoring feasibly 
be?

The second question is how long this nearshoring trend will be advantageous. When the impact of the 
pandemic fades, the differential in the costs of the goods produced in global or local supply chains will 
still be there. This cost differential will have to be traded off against potential disruptions in supply chains 
from a resurgence of the current pandemic or a new pandemic. Producers with a cost advantage may 
have gained market share. A low growth environment in which each percentage point of margin may 
make the difference between business survival or not, saving money by adopting global supply chains 
may actually be even more attractive.

Diversification rather than nearshoring
An alternative to nearshoring, diversification of supply chains may offer a much better solution. Using 
other relatively cost competitive production locations, the exposure to local outbreaks may be sufficiently 
hedged. This could drive a further acceleration of shifting production from China to other Asian countries 
or alternatively to Africa, Central and Latin America.
This process was already ongoing by the dispute between China and the US, while the labour cost 
differential between China and other labour cost competitive countries such as Vietnam, Indonesia and 
India was diminishing before the outbreak and driving an economic reason for diversification.
These three factors will result in more fragmented trade flows across the world. Additional port facilities 
would be needed in new emerging markets and port facilities near current production clusters may face 
lower utilisation rates. As the shipping lines have invested heavily in very large container vessels for the 
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current main trade route between the Far East and Europe (with port facilities upgraded to facilitate 
them), the cascading of vessels to secondary trades may pick up even more pace. This in turn will cause 
pressure on the port infrastructure in these emerging markets to upscale

Nearshoring raw materials?
Covid-19 shows that for strategic and essential goods global supply chains are very fragile.

“Medication, hospital equipment and PPE were confiscated at borders 
in some cases and prevented to be shipped internationally. Goods where 
supply chain reliability are more important than costs savings offered by 
global supply chains are likely to be produced more locally.”

New production methods, like 3D printing, make localised production more feasible. These local 
production facilities still require raw materials or half products to be shipped in, at the expense of less 
trade in finished goods. The trend in nearshoring will likely better suit more fragmented trade routes.

Short sea terminals back on the map
Supply chains will remain continental supply chains, rather than national ones due to requirements 
of specialisation and economies of scale. Reaching the end customer by trucking is expensive and 
generates road traffic. Many governments are trying to reduce use of road from a sustainability point of 
view. This could see greater use of short sea shipping. If oil prices stay low for longer, deploying small 
vessels and sailing shorter routes becomes more profitable as well. Ports close to either production 
clusters or population centres and with efficient rail yards will benefit, with interest in inland terminals 
and river facilities seeing increased popularity – strategies which international terminal operators are 
embarking on already.

Stimulus packages for green initiatives and more…
Huge stimulus packages have been announced to mitigate the initial fallout of the Great Lockdown 
trying to kickstart economies. Governments in Europe are keen to increase their power in the private 
sector on the back of the financial injections into the economy, with governments looking at port 
initiatives to help kickstart economic activity again while trying the make ports greener. Subsidies for 
more shore power initiatives, replacing diesel generated equipment with electrified ones and stimulus 
of intermodal transport are the most obvious candidates if it is up to the public sector. For the private 
sector spending most attention on keeping up with the fast changing market situation sustainability may 
not be top of their agendas, despite good intentions. It will help economies if governments can front 
load refurbishment programmes for facilities developed during the maritime boom of the 1980s and 
1990s now that traffic is lower. Whether this trend will spread to emerging markets in the short term 
is questionable, but with the experience gained in Europe, this may trickle to other regions in a post 
Covid-19 world.
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“New” world of inflation
A side effect of the tremendous stimulus packages is that inflation will likely come back with a vengeance 
in time. After a brief time of deflationary pressures, the macroeconomic conditions of stagflation as 
witnessed in the 1930s are increasingly likely to repeat themselves. For terminals, this means making 
sure tariffs are carefully linked to inflation being updated as frequently as possible. However, these new 
conditions may also offer an opportunity to actually increase the revenues.

“Dynamic pricing and other innovative pricing models in combination with 
further digitisation of processes, could lead to better aligning interests of 
shipping lines and terminals.”

At the same time dynamic pricing can ensure that tariffs are adjusted to volatile conditions. The ability 
of port terminals to adapt to inflation, also results in investors retaining an interest in port terminals. In 
current volatile times, port assets are considered a safer option in comparison to other industries. They 
will be looking for any distressed shipping line terminal assets being offloaded to raise cash. However, 
with uncertain short-term economic outlooks it will require investors and governments to look beyond 
the timespan of Covid-19 to see upside potential when the maritime world has adapted to the new post 
Covid-19 reality.

This article was originally published in Port Strategy, June 2020. 
 
Contact the author: Johan-Paul Verschuure.
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• Our Covid-19 bright spot: The emergence of new –sustainable– forms of mobility providers
• We say: The time for the sustainable mobility transition is now

Mobility during the coronavirus lockdown – hardly any traffic on the roads, large-scale avoidance 
of public transport, and airlines experiencing a collapse in demand. A multi-billion euro blow to the 
economy. But there were also upsides: clean air, people reclaiming their towns and cities from cars, and 
working from home becoming an entirely realistic proposition. We advocate decisive action to organize 
the mobility transition effectively, which would also benefit the economy.

Until now, the basic purpose of having good transport links has been to facilitate growth and demand. 
This involved an increase in labor productivity, good transport connections as the basis of an attractive 
business climate, and reductions in traveling times as a driver of investment in transport infrastructure. 
At the same time, spending on improving public transport was rising, with the aim of curtailing, at least 
in part, the unbridled growth in the use and ownership of cars. Despite this, traffic congestion was still a 
feature of everyday life before the coronavirus. We complained about the harm to the economy and the 
environment, but changing our own behavior proved challenging.

Authors:  Remco Derksen & Martin van der Does de Bye

A new opportunity for the mobility transition | Remco Derksen & Martin van der Does de Bye

Chapter 4. A new opportunity for the mobility transition
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Now, we have spent three months living in another world, and the mobility industry is facing big 
problems. The airlines are struggling, true enough, but surely €29 for a single flight to Barcelona is 
absurd. And couldn’t we produce aircraft that cause a little less harm to the environment? Isn’t the car 
industry seizing the momentum to move even more rapidly towards clean and safe products? And what 
will public transport look like after corona?

Some doom-mongers are predicting that the mobility industry as a whole will take a huge economic hit 
in the next few years. Traditional markets are indeed suffering greatly. And perhaps that will remain so 
for sectors like short-distance business air travel, and the services related to that market.

“On the other hand, those who relish opportunity, like us, can envisage the 
emergence of new forms of mobility providers.”
 

They are seeking to make the most of the post-coronavirus era, which we believe will be characterized 
by several aspects:

 • In many sectors and organizations, people will combine working at home and at the  
  office – or ‘somewhere else’ – at varying times of the day;
 • Traveling will not just be a matter of ‘as quickly as possible,’ but also of ‘clean,’ ‘safe,’  
  and ‘reliable’;
 • We will have more and more home deliveries, and;
 • Different forms of mobility will be increasingly ‘smarter.’

What we are setting out here is nothing new. The things we need to learn from this situation can be seen 
every day on social media. And, to be honest, these proposals have featured in all kinds of well-intended 
initiatives in recent years. Until now, though, seizing the bull by the horns has proved difficult.

To really make headway with the transition now, we believe that two previously missing preconditions 
should be set out as soon as possible:

 1. An ambitious national program, supported by central government, the regions,   
  and the market. Harness the best parts of the Beter Benutten (‘Optimizing Use’)   
  program and the Mobiliteitsalliantie, and the lessons learned from the coronavirus  
  crisis. Centralized agreements, decentralized action.

 2. A new set of objectives and indicators not about the outcome, but about the   
  transition itself. After all, Covid-19 has shown that strength in numbers can have   
  the desired effect.

A new opportunity for the mobility transition | Remco Derksen & Martin van der Does de Bye 15



A useful side-effect of the transition is that bottlenecks in existing mobility systems will not feature, or 
only do so later, resulting in a reduction or shifting of the associated costs. This will also lead to fewer 
investments in the more traditional areas, which could then be used for new technological applications.

‘It is only by working together that we can make mobility more enjoyable, better, more reliable, and 
sustainable’

Contact the authors: Remco Derksen and Martin van der Does de Bye.
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The proposition: How do you support and create quality living conditions in vulnerable neighborhoods? 

My answer: Collaboration
The solution? Impact by Design
How? Bringing together talent and brainpower to produce “levers”. Investments in real estate or area 
development thereby also contributes to solving social issues

Vulnerable people in disadvantaged neighborhoods, who were already struggling before the corona 
virus crisis, are now facing even more challenging circumstances. As a result, the looming risk of a social 
rift in our society could grow larger instead of smaller. That’s why a group of 15 mayors of large and 
medium-sized municipalities in the Netherlands is now calling on the Dutch government to make extra 
funding available to support vulnerable neighborhoods. But how should that money be spent?

The persistence of social issues calls for new forms of cooperation
We advocate a non-conformist approach based on new relationships between government, businesses, 
and citizens. We have to acknowledge that the social challenges in this country are too persistent to allow 
any single party to implement successful structural solutions on its own. Broad cooperation between 

Author:  Lenny van Klink

From vulnerable to resilient: creating levers that bring real change to neighborhoods | Lenny van Klink

Chapter 5. From vulnerable to resilient: creating levers that 
bring real change to neighborhoods
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different parties that actively work together is key. After all, the solutions we need require an integrated 
approach, based on the core idea of creating added value.

To create added value, we must bring together talent and brainpower to produce “levers.” In concrete 
terms, this means that an investment in real estate or area development should not only help create a 
new physical environment, but also contribute to solving social issues. A city square could be redeveloped 
in such a way that it also creates a pleasant public environment where residents can meet one another, 
with plenty of shade to prevent heat stress or sufficient water collection capacity to prevent flooding 
after heavy rainfall. In this case, investing in one solution helps make other solutions possible – working 
as a kind of lever.

A radically different approach in Rotterdam-West
In Rotterdam, we are experimenting with this type of approach in the Bospolder and Tussendijken 
neighborhoods, popularly known as the BoTu district. The municipality, a local housing corporation, the 
residents, and Rebel have all signed an agreement to set up an investment program aimed at making 
BoTu Rotterdam’s very first resilient district. This program, called Social Impact by Design, promotes 
active collaboration between government, businesses, and local residents. It’s based on a revolutionary, 
integrated approach linking the physical living environment with economic prosperity and social safety. 
Most importantly, the approach is inclusive, putting the interests of local residents front and center. 
It involves the development of interventions in which BoTu’s residents, entrepreneurs, and social 
organizations are all explicitly involved, ensuring local support – without which it would be impossible 
to tackle the challenges faced by the district. The emphasis lies on finding interventions that target and 
solve persistent social issues. This revolutionary approach does require patience and perseverance: the 
program will be implemented over the course of ten years.

Breaking down walls takes time and effort
Because bringing about a revolution is not easy. The approach in BoTu requires the various parties 
involved to let go of their traditional roles. We still see far too many walls dividing government, 
businesses, and citizens. Under this new approach, we are asking parties to climb over those walls and 
meet each other in the middle. This is a huge challenge, especially for the government. Because how 
does an approach like this factor in the government’s formal role and responsibilities? Does it mean 
municipalities will have to give up control over certain aspects of their remit?

Here, we would argue that while laws, rules, and internal procedures are vital to ensure legal equality 
in a constitutional democracy, they have never been intended to foster innovation – they protect the 
status quo. Only a great sense of urgency – the awareness that things must change – makes it possible 
to look for new forms of cooperation. Diligence is key, of course, but we also need confidence and the 
willingness to take decisive action. If we choose a different path, the mayors’ call for funding will fall 
short of achieving its goal. Because even €1.25 billion of extra funding will not structurally improve 
life in our most vulnerable neighborhoods if the government continues to make unilateral investment 
decisions without involving the people those investments are meant to help. 

Contact the author: Lenny van Klink.
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We identify four opportunities to transform the construction sector to work for everyone:

 1. Formulate your own raison d’être
 2. Define your desired risk distribution
 3. Unlock your potential by focusing less on failure costs and risks
 4. Focus on diversity

At Rebel, we want make a positive impact on the world. Curious about how and why we do that? Read 
all about it in our new, honest-to-goodness book – it even has an ISBN! – Challenge Your Professional 
Life, available now at bol.com. We put together this book to inspire others to think about their impact 
on the world. But for us, it was also a reason to take a critical look at our own work.

Part of our work takes place in the construction industry, where we aim to promote efficient, high-
quality, and increasingly sustainable infrastructure. Because we can only do so much as consultants, 
we are now teaming up with the sector and getting involved on the nuts-and-bolts construction side 
as well. And Rebel’s impact in the sector hasn’t gone unnoticed: in 2018, we came in at number 8 in 
Rijkswaterstaat’s top-10 list of highest-scoring construction companies (“Dutch Infrastructure Market 
back in Dutch Hands,” Cobouw, March 12, 2019). In this article, we reflect on this aspect of our work.

Authors:  Renée Jaarsma & Yasmine Hamdan

Four opportunities for the construction industry to become future-proof | Renée Jaarsma & Yasmine Hamdan
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Changing a conservative sector
Overall, it is safe to say that the construction industry is fairly conservative. And in some ways, that is 
fine – the use of tried-and-true building methods for all kinds of different constructions ensures safety 
while reducing costs. But that same conservative attitude also means that little attention is paid to things 
like innovation, diversity, and societal developments. There is an enormous potential to make the civil 
engineering sector more productive and socially relevant. At the moment, Rijkswaterstaat is taking the 
lead in these developments, but we believe it’s high time for the sector to seize the initiative and chart 
its own course.

In this article, we argue that it is time for the construction industry to strive for full maturity. Because as 
it stands, the sector is still overly dependent on Rijkswaterstaat as a major client. Adopting a more pro-
active attitude could unlock a great deal of potential, a process Rebel is contributing to by highlighting 
the opportunities we see. And since we apparently are a construction company ourselves – according 
to Cobouw, anyway – we cannot discuss the construction sector without going into our own hands-on 
efforts in helping the sector grow. It is not easy to seize every opportunity that presents itself. Still, if we 
want to make a real impact, that is exactly what we need to do. It’s time to get our hands dirty!

Our diagnosis: the construction industry needs to grow up
Let’s talk about the wait-and-see attitude among construction companies. Rijkswaterstaat recently 
presented a clear vision for the future of civil engineering in the Netherlands, setting out the challenges 
facing the sector in a report titled “The Road Ahead for Rijkswaterstaat: Perspective on the Challenges 
and Possibilities for Improvement in the Civil Engineering Sector” (Rijkswaterstaat, May 2019). This 
spring, these challenges were translated into a concrete plan of action (“Towards a Vital Infrastructure 
Sector” (Rijkswaterstaat, March 2020).

The market was involved in the development of both the vision and the strategy, and there are plenty 
of opportunities for the sector to enter into dialogue with Rijkswaterstaat: from project-based market 
consultations and feedback sessions to sector-wide meetings. We have also found that Rijkswaterstaat 
welcomes unsolicited advice.

But despite these efforts on the part of the Dutch government, the construction industry remains largely 
uncooperative. Like a surly teenager who feels that he is being structurally ignored by his parents while 
at the same time constantly questioning their authority – without looking at his own behavior. Are we 
being too critical? Let us take a look at a recent example: the A9 Badhoevedorp-Holendrecht tender. 
A contract for a large, complex project in the heart of Amstelveen, involving a below-ground highway 
section, which was eventually awarded to a Spanish construction company. The Dutch sector expressed 
its indignance about the award in no uncertain terms (“Infrastructure Sector Points to A9 Shambles: 
‘Spanish Construction Company Is Spoiling the Market,’” Cobouw, June 25, 2020).
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Some quotes:

“(…) Rijkswaterstaat is offering billion-euro projects on the European 
market like they’re handing out candy – financed by the Dutch tax payer”.

“(…) If they go on like this, they’ll end up destroying the entire market”; 
and, “Things start going wrong as early as the pre-qualification round (…). 
Anyone can get admitted, regardless of whether or not you have experience 
with Dutch infrastructure projects.”

This never happens the other way around, the sector argues:

“In countries like Spain, Italy, and France, it’s much more difficult for 
outsiders to break into the market. Dutch companies don’t stand a chance 
there.”

Harsh words. But the government is doing exactly what it should be doing: following European tender 
law – why would the sector have a problem with that? And angrily pointing the finger at other countries 
that don’t play by the rules is classic whataboutism. The Dutch government is acting in accordance with 
its conviction that the current tendering system provides value for money across the board. And rightly 
so.

Here’s another example of the sector’s juvenile attitude, from the same article: 

“CEOs, hydraulic engineers, and project managers feel undervalued 
and pushed aside by this powerful purchasing organization we call 
Rijkswaterstaat (…). Whenever we do express criticism, we are met with 
resistance. Before you know it, you’ve blown your chances of landing any 
future projects.”

This reaction is also typical. Rijkswaterstaat is a monopolist, and the poor builders have no choice but to 
dance to its tune.
Our advice to the Dutch construction industry is simple: stop playing the victim and start taking 
responsibility. Here are a few concrete opportunities.

Opportunity 1. Formulate your own raison d’être
As far as we’re concerned, the added value of the Dutch construction industry does not lie in the 
execution of simple, repetitive projects. All too often, building things seems like a goal in and of itself. 
That’s why we’re calling on the sector to formulate more clearly why they do what they do. When you 
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see your own work as a means to achieving a higher goal, you become much more flexible, and you can 
even preempt the changing demands of Rijkswaterstaat.

Builders: think about your raison d’être – why do you exist? What do you want to contribute to the 
Netherlands? What part can your company play in tackling major challenges like climate change, the 
biodiversity crisis, and strategic environmental management for local residents? How can you anticipate 
changing mobility needs? Formulate your own vision, strategy, and ambitions. How will your contribution 
to a healthy civil engineering sector benefit the Netherlands? Because the responsibility cannot lie solely 
with the government.

That is all well and good, you might say, but what role does Rebel play in all this? When you have an 
outspoken opinion about the future of the sector, it is only fair that you should take responsibility 
yourself too. That is why we not only advise construction companies – we also invest. And we always stay 
involved during the execution phase of our projects, optimizing wherever we can. For our A16 project in 
Rotterdam, this means we’re heading up a special public-private optimization team: Team EMVU, short 
for Economisch Meest Voordelige Uitvoering (Most Economically Advantageous Execution). It’s a great 
example of using your skills in a different way than you’re used to: we’re no longer just coming up with 
project-winning plans, but also realizing added value after the award.

Opportunity 2. Define your desired risk distribution
A great deal of the criticism targeted at Rijkswaterstaat is about the distribution of risk between the 
government and the market. We are not denying that there are steps to be taken in this regard, but 
we need to put the “this is not fair” stage behind us. Be clear about what it is that you do want: what 
would your ideal risk distribution look like in concrete terms? And when we say concrete, we mean it: 
everyone’s tired of having the same old discussion about principles. Have your risk team draw up your 
ideal contract – not acting in response to a call for tenders but to create clarity for yourself. Be proactive 
instead of reactive. Let Rijkswaterstaat know where you stand.
What is our contribution as a sector? In response to the government’s report about the industry’s 
challenges and its plan of action for a vital infrastructure sector, we sent Rijkswaterstaat our own concrete 
proposals for a healthy risk distribution, unsolicited. And Rijkswaterstaat – miraculously – didn’t get 
angry or exclude us from future tenders. In fact, many of our recommendations ended up being included 
in the plan of action.

Opportunity 3. Unlock your potential by focusing less on failure costs and risks
We meet a lot of smart math wizzes and draftsmen in the contracting business. But we also see that 
their potential is not always being used as well as it could be, resulting in a less-than-optimal pace of 
innovation. It seems as if people are afraid to take risks – like they are waiting for cut-and-dry assignments 
and instructions before getting to work. This has to do with a sector-wide culture in which errors are 
poorly tolerated. Which is understandable enough, given the fact that failure costs and risks eat away 
at the industry’s profit margins, which are wafer-thin as it is. The profit margins argument is also used 
to argue that investments should always pay themselves back in the short term. If a specific innovation 
doesn’t immediately pay off by helping win a tender or if it can’t be recouped during the project’s 
execution phase, the idea will quickly disappear in the back of a drawer. Better luck next time.
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It’s these kinds of mechanisms that cause too many innovative initiatives to die on the vine. Which is 
a shame, because we could be making real headway when it comes to digitization, for instance. We 
believe that a culture that permits failure would benefit the entire industry. But how do you break this 
vicious cycle of thin margins leading to too much focus on costs, leading to a lack of innovation, which 
in turn leads back to thin margins? It is a tall order, for sure.

What is Rebel doing to help break this cycle? We want to take construction projects to the next level. This 
means that we will sometimes invest in tenders we might not win and partnerships with below-optimal 
cost efficiency, which may not generate the highest-possible returns. In these cases, we are consciously 
taking more risk, because we believe that the potential impact if we do succeed is worth it. Sometimes 
that means taking a leap of faith by diving headfirst into a new sector or joining forces with an underdog. 
In the long term, this strategy always pays off – and then some: it helps us forge new relationships and 
enter unfamiliar markets, making our work more varied and keeping our team happy and engaged. 
The Rebel Automated Shuttles are another great example. Together with several partners, this initiative 
led to the development of self-driving zero-emission shuttle buses as a last-mile solution for public 
transport services. Several of these shuttles are now in active use, including on the ESA ESTEC site in 
Noordwijk and at Haga Hospital in The Hague. There were no guarantees that we would be successful 
before the start of this project. But we felt that it was necessary, so we did it.

Opportunity 4. Focus on diversity
It’s no secret that the construction industry is fairly homogenous. In August 2019, the departing editor-
in-chief of Cobouw, in a top-10 list of things he’d learned in the sector (“What I Learned Working in the 
Construction Industry,” Cobouw, August 14, 2019), succinctly summarized the situation as follows:

“You’re afraid of women.”

The few women that do work in the sector are often mistaken for secretaries. This is something we’ve 
experienced ourselves, and it even happens at the executive level (https://www.evajinek.nl/onderwerpen/
artikel/5159906/bouw-vrouwen-mannen-steigerbouw-dura-vermeer-directie). From our experience, we 
also know that even some of the younger men in the industry find the culture to be so abrasively 
masculine and counterproductive that they end up dropping out and looking for work elsewhere. The 
result? More of the same. Especially at the highest level of the sector. So, take diversity seriously and 
stop hiring carbon copies of yourself – introducing new, dissenting voices will only make your company 
stronger in the long run. And these new voices do not necessarily have to be women. Men with a 
different style of working from what you are used to can also offer a fresh perspective.

But in all honesty, we do not exactly hold the moral high ground when it comes to diversity: with six 
women and only one man, our own tender team is pretty homogenous. Because apparently, we also find 
it easier to hire people who look like us. A year and a half ago, we added a second man to our team, but 
he has already decided to move on. He says it is not us… We like to joke sometimes that we just can’t 
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find any male candidates who meet our stringent quality standards, but obviously that’s not true. We just 
have to look harder. (Incidentally: if you know a good tender strategist, preferably male, let us know!)

Want to continue the conversation?
The coronavirus crisis has had an enormous impact on the construction industry, but we believe that seizing 
the opportunities listed above can help the sector make a strong comeback post-Covid. We know we’ve been 
harsh in some of our criticism in this article – no one likes to be accused of acting like a moody teenager – 
but we also know that this industry has the grit and resilience needed to make the necessary changes. Our 
intention is to build a new construction sector. Would you like to continue this conversation and share your 
thoughts on our observations? Do you have a fresh take that might be useful to us? Give us a call and drop by 
for a cup of coffee. Our old boys’ club is wide open!

Contact the authors: Renée Jaarsma and Yasmine Hamdan.
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We have two curves that need flattening: Covid-19 and global warming
Our case: We need radical change in order to reduce carbon emissions
How? Embrace change like you would embrace the love of your life (read it and you’ll understand!)

Every crisis has its winners and losers. During this crisis, the winner was the environment. Carbon emissions 
were significantly lower when a large part of the western world was in partial or total lockdown. At the 
peak of the corona lockdown, average carbon emissions across countries decreased up to 26% and while 
we reached the Paris Agreement target (-20% emissions), the National Climate Agreement targets (-49% 
emissions compared to 1990) were still far beyond our reach.
Under the assumption that some corona-related restrictions will remain in place until the end of the 
year, global carbon emission reductions compared to 2019 are estimated at only 7% (Nature, 2020 ).
So, essentially, we’ve shut down businesses, ceased travelling by plane, stopped commuting, and 
changed our consumption patterns in a way that we will not forget in our lifetime. But the results? Only 
one glorious moment of achieving the Paris Agreement target, and by the end of the year we will still be 
well away from our goal. “Fun” fact: China is currently emitting more than it did last year.

Authors:  Bart Budding, Winfried de Coo & Richard de Bruin
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Stories of hope
And then there is our Rebel Bouncing Back series… Stories of hope, change, and inspiration about how 
things can be changed for the better. A bright and positive outlook, often slightly rebellious. Blue skies 
indeed. But a bright and positive outlook alone does not do justice to the carbon crisis we are facing. 
Rather than bouncing back, it is time to accept we should change for good and consume much less. We 
believe that bouncing back is the wrong ambition.

Consider this piece a Rebel campaign #letsdoitforgood 2.0: taken to an extreme in order to create rapid, 
radical and global change. This, too, is a story of hope in the end, since we explore what we can do to 
arrive at a truly sustainable way of living on this planet. However, the process of change will be painful, 
and it will cost us.

The true price for a better life
What on earth do we have to do to actually curve the ever-increasing global carbon emissions? What are 
we willing to do, as a society, to fight this carbon crisis? A crisis that does not appear to be as urgent as 
the outbreak of a deadly virus, but which may in time prove to cost more lives than Covid-19 ever did, 
and cause a bigger economic mayhem than any corona crisis could ever have caused.

Policies and promises will not be enough. Our carbon debt to the planet is extremely high. If this carbon 
debt were a national financial debt, it would represent junk bonds. It is time to start paying back and 
pay the true price for our excessive, unsustainable consumption levels. Paying back includes pricing of 
and payment for all carbon emissions across our entire economy. This will be a painful transition. People 
will lose their jobs; others will gain one. Income differences may increase. We will have to address that 
and redistribute incomes. We do not know what to expect exactly, but we have addressed immense 
crises before – not even that long ago.

“If everyone does a little, we will only achieve a little”.
 – David MacKay

At Rebel we often say that good ideas do not only have supporters, so here we go: We must address 
the carbon crisis. Let’s price the hell out of this carbon mess we made. True pricing for each and every 
product we make, buy and consume. We should no longer allow the fear of short-term consequences to 
stand in the way of courageous solutions for the long run.

Don’t ring the alarm. Hit the reset button
The measures we must put in place to apply true pricing to the entire global economy are probably in 
line with the size of the problem we are facing. We have shown we can do it: we hit the reset button 
during the Covid-19 crisis. Let’s do it again. We have been ringing the alarm for too long. Now is the 
time to act.
This time we will hit a different reset button: we have to start applying the concept of true pricing. We 
must ensure that the prices of our products and services reflect not only the added value of the supply 
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chain up to consumption, but also all negative externalities that we have been ignoring for so long, 
caused by the very same supply chain. The best-known example is carbon emissions, strengthening 
the greenhouse effect in the atmosphere, warming our planet and severely effecting our climate. We 
all noticed the extent of the hurricane alphabet this year, we’ve seen the persisting bush fires due 
to drought and we heard about the hot weather in Siberia, where temperatures reached an insane 
38°C around the Arctic Circle. Admittedly, we should not confuse weather and climate, but the global 
development of temperatures pretty much tells the same story.

Global warming “climate stripes” 1850 – 2019, courtesy of Ed Hawkins, University of Reading

Way too expensive – not
After hitting this reset button, you will ask yourself two questions the next time you go to the supermarket:
1) This product seems expensive, do I really need it? And 2) Does it really have to be this expensive? The 
short answers: 1) No. 2) Yes. If you’re asking yourself the first question you will probably decide that you 
can fix your phone or repair your jeans. And for the second question: it has to be this expensive because 
now it has a true and fair price. This includes the cost of the damage this product and its supply chain 
brings to the planet (and to us).

To us it feels quite fair to give a product its real price. Luckily, there’s some great examples of putting 
some good old Pigouvian economic incentives in place to steer consumption within the borders of what 
is considered sustainable (i.e. what our planet ecosystems can provide). For example, in New Zealand 
the highly debated meat tax aims to lower consumption of a carbon-heavy industry, but also mitigate 
healthcare costs related to – amongst others – obesity. Most countries have excise duties on, for example, 
tobacco and gasoline, because they want to discourage the consumption of those products. These kinds 
of taxes are put in place to limit consumption with different sorts of negative externalities. And while it 
does work, it has never been done in an integrated way. Considering our consumption, we should all hit 
the reset button at once and give each and every product it’s true price.

Sanity check
The radical application of true pricing may lead to shocks in the economic system, due to a sanity check on 
our consumption. Do we really need fresh-cut roses that either come from fossil-heated greenhouses or that 
are flown in from Kenya to Europe by plane? Do we still accept that we have to replace an iPhone, or Android 
phone, because we’re forced to a new phone due to software-updates? And do we really need to be able to 
eat a mango or a kiwi in Europe all year round? You can and you may, but it will cost you.
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Enjoy the crash or invest in the future?
This is not easy, to say the least. As shown by research we are currently doing on carbon tracking for 
products, measuring negative externalities is complicated. Getting the price right is probably even more 
challenging, at least politically. Let’s start simple, but firm. We can measure emissions and price every 
emission the same for each and every product or service.
Ideally, we should implement this worldwide. It would definitely be the fastest, and within the bigger 
picture, the least painful flight for spaceship earth and its passengers. But this may be too big a step for 
leaders around the world. Given the speed at which our carbon debt is increasing, a suboptimal solution 
is the least we can do. Let this, then, be a call for all ambitious leaders in business and governments to 
step up their game and start acting on implementing this, at least at a local, regional or sector level. Do 
something! Because to sit back and close our eyes for the impending crash cannot be the answer.
Implementing true pricing applies tremendous pressure on working towards a sustainable economy – 
which is exactly the point: to drive innovation, experiments and to gain experience. And in most fields, 
technology is not the bottleneck, which leads us to the somewhat embarrassing insight that it mostly 
comes down to human choice and individualism. Do you lose polluting businesses and the jobs that go 
with it? In the long run definitely… but once again, that’s the whole point.
In the short run the excise income on negative externalities should be made directly available for two 
main uses: 1) Cleaning-up and innovation, and 2) Redistribution of wealth. Let’s zoom in a (tiny) bit on 
those two:

 • Using the incomes for innovating polluting businesses into neutral or better   
  businesses to compete with other more sustainable business. This is quite essential,  
  because we have to stop as fast as possible with rampant non-circular extraction,   
  growth and pollution. Not, for example, what the Dutch government does with the  
  income from the EU Emission Trading System, where big industry can trade in carbon  
  emission rights. The proceeds from these auctions end up in the general funds and are  
  not earmarked for a specific policy purpose. Why not, you wonder..?
 • True pricing will mean that “green” products will be the cheapest alternative. While for  
  most people this system means they can consume less, but still live comfortably, a s 
  maller group might not be able to reach an acceptable minimum living standard.   
  These low-income groups have to be supported, for example by distributing some of  
  the excise income to those who never had the choice to buy sustainable products. If  
  more sustainable jobs arise to lift this group from poverty that’s just a bonus. Levelling  
  out income differences through redistribution, however, is the bigger premium here.
  While this article is not able to describe and grasp the impact and needs of   
  implementing true pricing, it will definitely mean, a drastic decline in purchasing   
  power in the short run. And if no measures for redistribution are taken, this will   
  probably result in an unfair distribution of wealth across the globe.

Scared? Don’t be. You’ve risked everything before.
So why won’t we just push that reset button? The answer is unsurprisingly simple: we are scared. Scared 

A crisis bigger than the corona crisis | Bart Budding, Winfried de Coo & Richard de Bruin 28



of losing what we’ve got and scared of losing the lifestyle we have grown accustomed to.
But will we lose all that much? Remember, on an individual level we constantly take risks for change: 
without change you would not have gotten where you are now. You went to school for the first time, 
didn’t you? (scary!). You have probably changed – or quit – jobs more than once. You might remember 
your first kiss, proposing  to the love of your life, or  deciding to end your marriage. These were all 
moments where you had a lot to lose, but more to gain. Freedom, love or self-respect. And these 
courageous moments made you the person you are now.
These very personal and individual life experiences might seem far removed from seemingly small 
decisions we make every day in terms of consuming, buying, and moving around. But together, the 
everyday decisions of 7.8 billion people are depleting the earth’s resources.
If you must reset and risk it all: you can do it. The response to the corona crisis has shown us two things, 
which makes us believe we can do it together, too:

 1. When the moment arrived, we absolutely had to push the reset button and go into  
  lock-down. We did it. And we did so collectively. With the climate change crisis, we  
  have arrived at that very same point. We have no choice.
 2. And after we did act, after we pushed the button and went into a collective lockdown,  
  the other side was not half as bad as we expected. Sure, social distancing was painful,  
  and many lives were adversely affected by the lockdown, but we did collectively stand  
  up to the challenge. By doing so we showed compassion and a willingness to accept a  
  different way of life for the greater good. This has ultimately led to a lower number of  
  lives lost and a lower negative impact on society as a whole.

We’re facing a crisis that is considerably larger that the Covid-19 crisis. Let us act upon it – drastically. 
Don’t let the short-term fear of change be the reason for not pursuing the long-term goal of a sustainable 
life for generations to come.

Contact the authors: Bart Budding and Winfried de Coo.
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Key points:
 - The Covid-19 crisis has put our relationship with plastic under the magnifying glass
 - The drop in oil prices has dealt a serious blow to the plastic recycling industry

Our Covid-19 bright spot: the demand for recycled food-grade PET is higher than its virgin counterpart

Our proposed solutions:
• Create a steady demand for recycled materials by setting targets to increase recycled content
• Develop a watertight system for measuring the origin of the polymers in plastic products
• Come together as public and private parties to invest in promising techniques for creating high 

quality recycled plastics

Our Rebels Nicolein Blanksma and Reinier van der Vusse are leading lights in the circular economy. 
Plastic is one of those materials we both love and hate. It brings so many benefits, but also calls for 
seriously sustainable processing. The Covid crisis has really put our relationship with plastic under the 
magnifying glass. Read more to get Nicolein and Reinier’s take on this burning issue.

Authors:  Nicolein Blanksma & Reinier van der Vusse
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Just as the recycling industry was gaining momentum… Covid-19 hit
Like it or not, we will be bouncing back from the coronavirus crisis more dependent on plastic than ever. 
One unfortunate and perhaps unexpected impact of the worldwide pandemic is that our recycling rates 
have taken a nosedive. It’s time to think of ways to up our recycling game as part of our post-Covid 
recovery.

In recent years, plastics – and specifically single-use plastics – have become the center of attention as 
something we need to combat and ban. Fueled by heart-rending images of dead whales and seabirds 
washed ashore on beaches around the world, their insides full of plastic, public opinion on plastic use 
has undergone a major shift. A ban on single-use plastic cutlery, cotton buds, straws and stirrers is being 
introduced across the EU and higher recycling ambitions are being set. EU Plastic Pacts are compelling 
producers of packaging to set themselves voluntary targets to reduce their plastic consumption, boost 
recyclability and increased use of recycled plastics. Major environmental initiatives, with Ocean Clean-
up leading the way, are gaining traction. All encouraging signs of progress towards a circular economy.

“Pandemic sets back fight against single-use plastics” 
 – (Financial Times, May 31, 2020)

The Covid crisis has highlighted our ongoing dependency on plastic as an essential 
material
To prevent the spread of the virus, our reflex was to scale up production of masks, gloves, separating 
screens, foils and other protective equipment. All products arguably best made from plastic.
Additionally, a crisis-led drop in demand dramatically slowed production in sectors such as the auto 
industry and outdoor furniture, which had increasingly been switching to recyclables in manufacturing 
their products. As a result, used plastics collected for recycling were no longer finding an outlet and will 
probably end up being stored, landfilled or incinerated.

The oil price drop showed us how far we are from replacing cheap virgin fossil 
plastics
The vast majority of plastic production is based on fossil feedstock, much of it virgin. Although the 
mechanical recycling industry is increasingly finding ways to substitute virgin plastics with high-quality 
recycled plastics, global recycling rates remain low. The current collection rate of plastic waste volumes 
submitted for recycling worldwide is estimated to be between 14% and 18%. Actual recycling rates could 
be even lower.

Promising innovations like bioplastics and chemical recycling are maturing. But now they and mechanical 
recycling technologies find themselves competing with a high-quality, low-priced fossil counterpart. The 
knock-on effect of the most recent drop in oil prices has therefore dealt a serious blow to the plastic 
recycling industry.
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The result? Increased demand for plastics (most notably single-use plastics), a recycling industry in 
decline and a return to cheap fossil-based feedstock. Unless we take vigorous action, the progress made 
by our recycling industries will be set back years, essential investments will grind to a halt and recycling 
targets will not be met.

Light at the end of the tunnel: the case of (rPET) beverage bottles
Amidst all this doom and gloom in the world of plastic recycling, one specific material forms a beacon 
of hope. Rising like a black swan, the demand for recycled food-grade PET is in fact higher than its virgin 
counterpart, even during the first quarter of 2020.

Why?
European legislation has imposed a minimum of 25% and 30% recycled content in PET beverage bottles 
in 2025 and 2030 respectively. In response, a number of major corporations have committed themselves 
to an even higher percentage of recycled content in PET beverage bottles. Multinationals such as Coca-
Cola and Nestlé have set the tone and are even willing to pay a premium for recycled content. While 
the prices of recycled plastics on the whole have shown a sharp drop, rPET has bucked the trend and 
remained stable. A steady and long term demand for this material, enforced by law, seems to be driving 
this development.

Where do we go from here?
Our recycling industry has been dealt some paralyzing blows. Recent investments in sorting and recycling 
facilities are at risk from the effects of the current crisis in combination with rock-bottom oil prices. It 
is by no means certain that we can keep this vital industry afloat. So now is the time to act and push 
forward sustainable ideas.
Let’s learn from the success of rPET and get serious about recycling. How?

 • Create a steady demand for recycled materials by setting targets to increase recycled  
  content in the majority of plastic products.
 • Develop a watertight system for measuring the origin of the polymers in plastic   
  products, so that claims about recycled content are verifiable.
 • Come together as public and private parties to invest in promising techniques   
  for creating high quality recycled plastics.

Only last year, we were well on our way to achieving a better world through plastic reduction. Let’s not 
waste the momentum we had built up.

Want to continue the conversation?
The coronavirus crisis is having a pronounced impact on the recycling of plastics. Would you like to continue 
this conversation and share your thoughts on what we have to say? Perhaps you have fresh insights that might 
be useful to us. Give us a call or drop by for a coffee. We are open to more recycled content!
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Key point: sustainability management should be as integral and dynamic as financial management

Our tools to measure, track, and improve your organisation’s carbon footprint:
 1. Comprises scenario tools that can be used to compare the environmental effects of  
  multiple policy decisions
 2. Methods for real-time tracking of an organization’s environmental impact

If we look back at the past few months of lockdown as if they were part of the seasonal cycle, we can 
say that the European economy has recently awoken from its hibernation. Society has slowly emerged 
from its quarantine hideaway, although people in some areas have had to retreat back into it in order to 
prevent a second wave. So spring has now arrived – the time when life starts to bloom again.

(intro continued) And even though some small plants have not survived the harsh winter, others have 
simply shaken off their leaves (or employees) and are receiving enough sunlight to be able to return to 
how they were. Sunlight in the form of €3.4 billion of government aid, for example, as you have no doubt 
seen in the papers.

Authors:  Nina van Rijn & Kees Kerstens
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The great thing about spring is that the path your growth will take is still wide open. Increasingly, there 
are demands from society to progress on the path of sustainability. But as an organization, how do you 
know which path is sustainable? And how do you monitor your progress? We can answer that question.

Organizations constantly keep track of their finances, in real-time. But why don’t they do the same for 
the impact they make on the environment? Is measuring pollution really so difficult – or is the real truth 
that we are actually not that interested? If companies do actually monitor their environmental impact, it 
is usually no more than once a year, and then only retrospectively. The result is that no corrective interim 
action can be taken, as happens with finances. It also makes it hard to take strategic decisions based on 
your environmental impact, as happens with finances. Finally, it means that the environmental effects of 
certain policy decisions cannot be measured, as happens – you guessed it – with finances.

Tools for measuring your environmental impact
Rebel has developed two types of tools to help businesses with this. One type comprises scenario tools 
that can be used to compare the environmental effects of multiple policy decisions. The other type 
consists of methods for real-time tracking of an organization’s environmental impact; in collaboration 
with each customer, we incorporate these methods into their existing financial data warehouse. Their 
environmental impact can then be measured on a continuous basis. Environmental and economic 
costs and benefits can be directly linked in both tools, thereby making clear how the two interact. We 
determine the environmental impact in every conceivable category – from CO2-eq to biodiversity loss, 
and from water or energy consumption to eutrophication.

PET or PP cups at festivals?
Let’s look at the scenario tool in more detail. Among the issues we have helped customers with in 
the past were determining the most sustainable form of drinks container for a festival – bottle, can, 
disposable cup, or reusable cup? Another was about identifying the tendering party most capable of 
collecting and processing glass on behalf of a local authority as sustainably as possible. Yet another 
involved establishing the environmental benefits for a local authority through the use of ‘Ja/Ja’ (opt-in) 
stickers rather than the ‘Nee/Nee’ (opt-out) version for advertising matter.

Each of these issues depends on lots of different factors, and there is no one-size-fits-all answer that 
applies to every festival or every local authority. That’s why Rebel is developing dynamic tools which, 
by entering a few parameters, can be applied in any situation. For example, the organizer of a festival 
could enter into the tool that the event is for one day, that there will be 15,000 people, and that visitors 
will not be separating trash, but that bar staff will be. Another festival organizer may have a three-day 
event, with four times as many visitors. In the case of the first festival, it would be more sustainable to 
use plastic PET cups, while the second would be better off buying reusable PP cups. Conventional LCAs 
(life-cycle analyses) are so rigid and complex that they are often unusable for the purpose for which they 
are intended. They are usually based on a small number of detailed scenarios, while Rebel’s tool can be 
used to compare an infinite range of scenarios.
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The second tool works differently, linking impact figures to our customers’ data management. This 
enables them to keep a close eye in real-time on the environmental impact of their decisions. Linking 
these environmental figures to financial flows makes it possible for businesses to see clearly what activities 
produce large revenues, but which also have a serious environmental impact, and what activities cost a 
great deal and have a serious environmental impact. However, things become more interesting when 
we include the costs of reducing or offsetting the environmental impact of each activity. It allows an 
organization to see clearly how best to act in order to reduce the impact.

From gut feeling to hard figures
Our tools help organizations move away from making decisions affecting the environment on the basis 
of gut feelings and towards doing so on the basis of hard facts and figures. We show where in the chain 
the greatest impact takes place, and where this impact can be reduced most easily and at the lowest 
possible cost.

“Our aim is for sustainability management to be as integral and dynamic as 
financial management.”

Of course we are currently living in challenging times, in which things are not always as predictable as 
the coming and going of the seasons. One thing’s for sure, though – we have more influence on CO2 
emissions than on the seasons. So use the current crisis and challenge yourself and your organization 
to help the environment. Because no matter how happy the beginning of spring makes us, no one is 
looking forward to a sweltering summer.

Contact the authors: Nina van Rijn and Kees Kerstens.
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My three solutions for a more sustainable construction industry:
 1. 3D-printing buildings
 2. Build your house like you build cars: mass customization
 3. As-A-Service (AAS) models: from product offering to service offering
 4. Use sustainable materials like paper, straw, hennep, wool as insulants

The options for a greener way of building are endless. It’s time for a more sustainable construction 
industry.

“We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.” A quote 
by Albert Einstein that I usually use when I introduce the circular economy. It seems superficial, even 
obvious, at first. Yes, if you run into a problem, you should probably not continue doing what got you 
into that mess in the first place. However, I interpret it on a much larger scale, as I assume Einstein would 
have done too. We are facing global problems that require a drastic shift in our thinking and our actions. 
We need to rethink the operating system of our economy. We do it all the time for our PCs, so why not 
for our planet? We’ve had the same dominant operating system for years, decades, centuries – and it’s 
starting to show. Just like an outdated Windows™ version that isn’t being supported anymore, so is the 
case with capitalism.

Author:   Jonathan Verdonck
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“A thriving capitalist economic system was made possible by offsetting the 
negatives to our ecological system.”

At the start of the industrial revolution, a clear increase in CO2 emissions was already seen, although 
some increase in CO2 levels didn’t necessarily indicate a problem. Various systems in nature are more 
than capable of taking up the extra carbon in the air, some even thrive due to higher levels of CO2. An 
increase that went far above natures carrying capacity however, meant that – amongst others – global 
warming started to become a problem.

The flourishing of capitalism was also made possible by offsetting social negatives to our society. Modern 
slavery is still in existence; monopolies are a very real problem; some people are working more than full-
time and hardly getting by [1]; tax evasion by large corporations; unfair competition towards SMEs… the 
list goes on. All are symptoms of underlying faults in the system.

And before you might write me off as a communist hippie, I do believe capitalism brought society a 
lot of good things, although most of its gains are for individuals. I’m also not saying that it is the only 
system that would have caused the above outlined problems, yet one can hardly dispute it’s ridden with 
faults and cracks. It is negatively affecting many aspects of our life and is susceptible to crisis, which has 
become more apparent in the last couple of months due to the Covid-19 pandemic. While the negative 
impacts of the pandemic are awful and apparent, it can also be a good opportunity to kickstart the 
change we need.

Changing our economic system: from linear to circular

This change must be quintessentially sustainable. If it isn’t, don’t even bother. After studying in this field 
and consecutively working in it for over 5 years, I am (willingly or not) biased. Yet I’m happy to see that 
also from an economic standpoint there is a strong case to be made for major change and the eclipse of 
capitalism. Jeremy Rifkin, for instance, makes a case for changing towards a zero marginal cost society, 
as outlined in the book under the same name. In it, he uncovers a paradox at the heart of capitalism: one 
essential component of this system is the competitive market, which drives productivity up and marginal 
costs down [2]; enabling businesses to reduce the price of their goods and services. While a reduction in 
marginal cost is welcome, it was never anticipated that – due to a technological revolution – they would 
drop to near zero, making goods and services priceless, nearly free, abundant and no longer subject to 
market forces.

What Rifkin outlines as the new dominant system is a.o. inherently sustainable and a system very fitting 
for the circular economy. There are other new systems that some believe might become the dominant 
one, which also have circular and sustainable characteristics, e.g. the resource-based economy.
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For me, it’s clear we need to change it up. We need a major shift in our economic system, with one of 
the major parts being the move from linear to circular. A linear economy is when you take something 
from the earth, make something with it, use it, and then dispose of it. This goes hand in hand with the 
capitalist system; where taking from the earth and disposing in it are virtually free. A circular system is 
close to nature: materials are not disposed of, there is no waste, and everything continues to have a 
function, to be a resource.

History has shown us that major shifts usually happens in one of two ways: either by (violent) revolution 
or by gradual change. My view is that the current change has already gradually begun and will continue 
to do so. I also believe bouncing back from Covid-19 can accelerate this. It gave us a new ‘normal’. 
For companies to adapt to this, they must focus on green transformation and invest in research and 
development as essential elements for the transformation. In what follows, I will go into more detail on 
how I think we can go about this in the construction industry.

Building the new normal
The construction industry is mostly conservative and rightly so [3]. We want to live and work in safe and 
sturdy buildings, so why shouldn’t you use safe and sound materials and techniques? This implies a.o. 
the use of concrete, a very sturdy material indeed. This has become apparent by, for instance, Roman 
structures that are over 2000 years old. Yet the concrete industry is responsible for 6% of the global 
CO2 emissions. Concrete also requires materials that are becoming increasingly hard to come by. The 
pure sand, a key ingredient, is running out. Furthermore, the concrete industry relies on ‘just-in-time’ 
transport and has such low margins it needs to operate at full capacity all of the time. Needless to say, 
Covid caused some issues.

So how do we shift away from the use of concrete and bounce back? The way I see it, there are two major 
options: we keep using concrete but with different ingredients, or we use other building techniques, 
designs and methods that do not require the use of concrete. My assumption is that it will be a mix 
of both. As a company you can look into the use of local, environmentally friendly materials and into 
different ways to use your concrete manufacturing infrastructure. Bigger concrete manufacturing and 
concrete prefabrication companies have everything in-house to make such a switch: accurate mixing 
machines, labs to preform various tests on-site, skilled labourers, large-scale machines… On the short 
term: companies can investigate incremental change and innovation. On the long-term: companies can 
make a sustainable roadmap with what you need to change to safeguard your green transformation.

Forgiving but not forgetting
Concrete is often said to be a very forgiving material. When poured it will fill in any cavities (or ‘faults’). 
Certain insulators have this same fault-filling capacity (e.g. PUR foam). The downsides, however, are also 
very comparable with concrete. A couple of years ago, two plants in China had major problems at the 
same time. This resulted in a problem in the EU insulation market, as these two plants were responsible 
for a widely used insulator: a very cheap insulator that capitalism dictates we use. The Covid-19 crisis 
caused similar problems with the supply of this same material. Yet as we don’t produce this locally, 
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wouldn’t it be very easy to switch to a different material post-pandemic? Natural insulating materials 
are abundant: paper, straw, hennep, wool… These can be locally produced, processed ánd used. And the 
good thing is: if they should ever be given back to nature, they won’t form an everlasting problem. The 
environmental impact of its production and processing is also minimal.
As to the ‘forgiving’ nature of the products: Yes, this is a good property,

 but they are way too sticky to use! Let me clarify: most buildings are basically a bunch of materials all 
glued together. Initially this makes sense: you don’t want things falling down, you want a fairly airtight 
structure, you don’t want any hassle from rain, wind and other weather elements. However, this also 
means that when you want to change or remove a building, you end up with a lot of waste. It either takes 
too long to strip it down to its individual components (and therefore too expensive) or materials get 
destroyed or are impossible to restore to their original state. This makes for a sector that generates a lot 
of waste and uses a lot of virgin materials. Which in turns make for a dependency on a constant stream 
of materials from abroad. This makes the consequences of Covid-19 all that much harder.

Reinve(s)(n)t yourself: from offering products to services
Another side-effect that the Covid-19 crisis may bring for the construction industry is a decline in 
demand. It will lag behind due to the longer lead time of building projects. The current, large-scale 
projects have been commissioned years ago. It is expected that Covid-19 will affect this. So how do you 
tackle a decline in demand for your services? By becoming a service provider, for example.
Construction has increasingly shifted from providing a one-time service (building a structure) to long-
term commitment (designing, building and maintaining a construction project for 10-15-20 years). As-
a-service (AAS) models have gained traction over the last couple of years. So why not look into new 
(service) business models that are a good fit with your organisation and start experimenting with them 
on a small scale?

Mitsubishi Elevator did just that a couple of years ago. They saw their revenue in the Dutch market decline. 
Clients increasingly wanted low-cost elevators and didn’t care as much for the total cost of ownership during 
its lifespan. Mitsubishi products – while they do have a longer lifespan and are of high quality – are also more 
expensive. They didn’t want to make cheaper and lower-quality models, so they created a new business 
model: you don’t buy an elevator, you pay for vertical movements. The elevator-AAS model was born and is 
now responsible for a major part of the annual revenue in the Netherlands. Mitsubishi stays the owner of the 
installed elevators; the clients pay a monthly fee – partly based on the total amount of elevator movements.

The AAS model provides better incentives for the manufacturer of the product to make the product 
more sustainable and fit for the circular economy. Because the manufacturer retains ownership of their 
product, it is in their own best interest to be able to reuse the product and/or its parts or materials. They 
will want long-lasting products. They will want smart products with predictive maintenance. All of which 
can be achieved by keeping the producer in charge. The client usually doesn’t have the knowledge 
nor the incentive to take on this responsibility. They are likely to care mostly about the functionality 
of a product. They are also likely to be interested in having the burden of maintenance, repairing and 
replacing items to be lifted. In other words: the client wants light at their desks, they don’t care much 
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about what kind of LED-lights and fixtures are used, and if and how they can be repaired and replaced. 
So why not offer them a service contract just for the light?

This switch – from purchasing products to purchasing a service – may seem drastic at first. It requires a 
mind shift, both from the suppliers and the client. One key aspect is to make use of in-depth financial 
models to work out feasibility studies and price-setting for this new business model. [4]

What’s all the fuss? Just 3D print your building
Another technology that has been able to resolve Covid-related issues is 3D printing. It enabled local 
3D designers to create much-needed ventilator couplings for only a couple of euros, for instance – long 
live the maker movement [5] ! 3D printing may be useful for the construction industry. Very recently, a 
2-story 3D printing structure was revealed by Kamp C in Westerlo, Belgium. The first commercial projects 
have caught on since a couple of years. And while the circular and sustainable benefits are questionable, 
it does provide an interesting perspective. With 3D printing you can print exactly what you want, while 
some traditional methods generate a lot of excess material. With perimetric optimization based on 
strength requirements, you can build a slimmed-down structure that is up to the task yet requires less 
materials.

There are also some interesting options in terms of the materials that could be used for 3D printing. 
Most 3D-printed constructions have used a cement-like substance (basically cement, but with more 
chemical component), which increase the impact on the environment. However, 3D technologies should 
be able to use more sustainable materials. These materials could be sourced locally (e.g. clay, loam, 
hempcrete). You would just have to change the settings, depending on the substance you will print with. 
And then, with a push of a button, a new house will be ready in a matter of hours.

And while 3D printing is definitely not the holy grail, it provides interesting, feasible opportunities to 
help build the sustainable world of the future.

Build houses like you build cars
3D printing also offers perspective for mass customization. A technology that allows for producing on 
an industrial scale but with a lot of freedom of choice, without slowing down the building process. We 
could consider this for building houses.

Houses are a lot like cars: most products have the same basic components and most clients don’t care 
too much about how these work exactly. All cars have an engine, yet most people driving a car have no 
in-depth knowledge about the way this engine works. Most likely, they don’t really care, as long as the 
car (comfortably) gets them from A to B, is affordable, looks good and doesn’t burst out in flames. What 
most people care about is the appearance, the add-ons (airco, stereo), performance, and costs.

The same can be said about houses. Most people won’t care that much what is in their walls specifically, 
as long as they are sturdy, acoustically sound, and keep the house at a comfortable temperature year-
round. The type of insulation used will be a small detail, but the comfort it offers is of much greater 
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importance. So why don’t we make houses like cars? You offer your clients a choice in appearance, price 
range, choices of add-ons… The ‘skeleton’ underneath is pretty much fixed. One key issue here is to 
make sure that the choices made don’t affect this. When you pick a new car at the dealership your choice 
in type of seats won’t affect what’s underneath. They won’t have to change the whole car to fit your 
individual needs and wants. For some housing projects however, every building is an individual project 
where you start from scratch. It’s very much craftmanship, in a metaphorical and sometimes even in the 
literal sense of the word.

So, however counter-intuitive it may sound in terms of sustainability, perhaps it is time for construction 
to move to a more industrial scale. Currently this is mostly limited to the building of new structures. But 
in Europe most buildings for 2050 have already been built; they just need to be renovated. Not an easy 
task to do this in an effective, efficient and timely way – to achieve the sustainable goals set in the EU.

We need industrial-scale renovation where clients can make their own choices between a set of standard 
options. It’s a great way to make renovations more financially feasible. Governments are already making 
regulatory changes in favour of upscaling renovations. Link this with the use of the right materials and 
you’ve got yourself a golden goose when it comes to green transformation.

The bottom line
The construction sector needs to change, has to change and will inevitably change. So why not use the 
current crisis as a jumping point to accelerate this change? Above I have outlined some examples that 
can inspire us to do this. My aim is to get you interested. I may not be too far off from hippie ramblings 
by an environmentalist, yet I stand by it in the ‘real’ world. Sustainable alternatives to cement, a shift 
from product-offering to service-offering, and upscaling sustainable renovation to an industrial level 
are examples of things I believe we can focus on today – in our current economic reality – and can at 
the same time be beneficial from an economic perspective. Green transformation doesn’t only make 
ecological sense. It also provides economic benefits, especially in the long run.

[1] The so-called 1% versus the 99%, see this very interesting visual on this.
[2] Marginal cost is the cost of producing additional units of a good or service, if fixed costs are not 
counted.
[3] For most of what follows I will use my knowledge of the (Western) European construction Industry as 
that is the one I am familiar with – although some of what I’ll describe is applicable to other geographic 
parts as well.
[4] At Rebel we have the expertise to assist with this and help you kickstart new, successful models that 
are ready for the future.
[5] They were subsequently sued for this by Big Pharma, who charge a lot more money for these items. 
Isn’t capitalism great?!
 
Want to continue the conversation? 
Want to discuss this and share your thoughts on what we Rebels have to say? Perhaps you have fresh insights 
that might be useful to us. Give us a call or drop by for a coffee. We are open to more sustainable content!

Contact the author: Jonathan Verdonck.
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The question: How to prepare our global healthcare systems for the next outbreak?

My case: Invest in the weakest link of our global healthcare system: The Global South

We knew that healthcare as a service is costly, but gives us years of life in good health in return, delivered 
by hospitals that are increasingly run like efficient factories. Healthcare used to be something local, 
national at best. Covid-19 changed all of that.

Healthcare rescued the economy
Every minister of health knows the dilemma: economists tell us that each dollar spent on healthcare 
delivers far more than a dollar’s worth in quality of life in return. So in order to improve the life of citizens, 
one can just increase the healthcare budget. However – although health is our greatest possession – 
there is never enough money to buy all the healthcare we would like. This made healthcare the ultimate 
luxury good: governments could seldom earn money through healthcare investments.

Author:   Barend van Lieshout
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While we are nowhere near the end of the pandemic, Covid has already taught us that our healthcare 
system is the only thing standing between us and an economic downfall. We found ourselves spending 
all the money we had, or could borrow, on tests, emergency clinics, mouth masks and sanitizing gel. 
Hopefully we’ll learn from this pandemic to prevent the next one. A pandemic that might just as well be 
much more infectious (like measles), much deadlier (like Ebola), or one for which finding a treatment or 
vaccine will take decades (like HIV). The threat of the next pandemic should be incorporated into our 
healthcare budgeting: we can’t afford healthcare systems that can’t stop the next outbreak.

Nurses became firefighters
Speaking of healthcare workers, we used to view working in healthcare as something between a noble 
calling and a techy career with lots of customer interaction. Hospitals are increasingly focusing on 
efficiency, factory-like process management leading to healthcare workers and healthcare infrastructure 
being used to the max of their capacity. When Covid appeared, healthcare workers discovered that we 
expected them to go and stand in harms way for us. Somebody had to help the Covid patients at the 
ICUs, spreading life-threatening viruses with every breath, and healthcare workers stepped up to the 
plate, even at places where there wasn’t enough protective gear available.

Suddenly, doctors and nurses became similar to firefighters and soldiers – but without perks like hazard 
pay or early retirement.

Nurses are already scarce, given the fact we’ve got aging populations in many countries. The prospect of 
being hurled into the next pandemic without proper protection might not help the recruitment process. 
To prevent a future pandemic staff shortage, we would need to recruit and train a lot of nurses, put them 
on standby for years, ready to jump in in case of a pandemic. However, it’s questionable if this will align 
with the professional ambitions of nurses: I don’t know any nurse who would be willing to prepare for a 
crisis that may take decades to arrive.

Efficient healthcare wasn’t pandemic-proof
Another lesson several hospitals learned is the value of unused capacity. A smaller hospital building, 
tightly wrapped around its core processes, was the pride of every hospital director. During the first wave 
of the pandemic however, an unused hospital wing waiting for demolition suddenly became a precious 
asset for Covid wards. And even now, hospitals are scrambling for space to deliver socially-distant care 
that doesn’t go well with crowded hallways and packed waiting rooms. The trend of shrinking hospitals 
will be reversed towards broad corridors and excess capacity. The bottom line is that we will be spending 
a lot of our valuable healthcare budgets on overcapacity and stockpiles.

Stockpiling or prevention
We used to think about healthcare on a national level: a country can decide how healthy it wants to 
be by choosing to spend its wealth on healthcare – or not. Healthcare spending per capita in the USA 
is about 500 times higher than, for example, the Democratic Republic of Congo can afford. The next 
pandemic may just as easily originate there as anywhere else. The Covid virus doesn’t discriminate much, 
so it seems: it mingles in all circles, seemingly unhindered by travel bans or political optimism.
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This raises the question of where to invest the next healthcare dollar. And we do have a choice here. We 
can train an army of backup nurses and expand hospitals, stockpile equipment, tests and consumables 
for every pandemic thinkable. Or we might have to accept that we will inevitably get affected by the next 
one, even if we prepare perfectly at country-level.

An alternative solution
The alternative is to invest in the weakest link of our global healthcare system: the Global South. 
Developmental aid in healthcare can yield more healthy life years than the same budget could if it were 
spent stockpiling. And even if that aid would purely be spent on healthcare improvements protecting 
donor countries against pandemics (e.g. sanitation, vaccination, diagnostics, primary health care, global 
watchdogs like the WHO), citizens of developing countries would benefit greatly. The same rural African 
doctor, donor-funded to spot an Ebola-outbreak early, can make an enormous difference in the quality 
of life of her patients.

Healthcare might never be the same again. Maybe it was like this all along, but we were lulled asleep 
thinking pandemics were something of the past. In any case, it is clear that we will have to invest in 
healthcare, and we now have the choice to either stockpile mouth masks and rely on isolation, or invest 
in the global healthcare system and help people at the same time. The WHO knows what we have to do; 
the only thing lacking is countries serving their self-interest to make this happen.

Contact the author: Barend van Lieshout.

Healthcare after Covid: stocking up, waiting for the next pandemic, or reaching out to nip it in the bud? | Barend van Lieshout 44

https://www.rebelgroup.com/en/team/barend-van-lieshout/


We calculated three health gains that come with extended family leave:

 1. Health benefits for the mother and the child
 2. Cost benefits as a result of point 1
 3. Social benefits: Equality between parents and division of care

At Rebel, we try to contribute to the communities we work in by acting on well-founded, rational 
arguments, and not pay too much attention to our baser instincts. But then Covid happened, and those 
of us with young children were suddenly on parent duty 24/7. One of your present authors went into 
lockdown with a six-month-old baby, another with one who wasn’t even four months yet, and the 
luckiest member of our team was stuck at home with two little bundles of joy. Let’s just say rational 
thought often took a backseat to our more primal emotions.

Still, spending so much time at home with our children was also a very special and intense experience. 
One Rebel mom has to admit that – even after three months at home – she was still coming to terms 
with motherhood, and that being forced to stay home longer was actually a good thing for her. And 
our newly minted Rebel dad was grateful for the opportunity to spend more time at home as he and his 
partner settled into family life.

Authors:   Renée Jaarsma, Dexter Voskamp, Richard de Bruin & Radboud Koning
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The care-work ratio: high time for a reassessment
Now that things are slowly starting to go back to normal, we might be inclined to just pick up where 
we left off. Sure, we’re still working from home, but we’re not organizing our work-life balance in a 
fundamentally different way than before. Instead, we’re slipping back into our old patterns, going back 
to the outdated and unbalanced gender roles we’re all familiar with.

That realization inspired this contribution to Bouncing Back: a series of articles in which Rebels take a 
critical look at how they want things to be as we return to some semblance of normalcy. The world has 
been turned upside down this year, which seems to us the perfect opportunity to implement lasting 
changes. And those feelings we had about family leave and parenthood? They were just begging to be 
quantified.

Family leave: the Dutch government’s problem child
The Dutch government has recently been making small strides when it comes to family care – baby steps, 
if you will. Since January 1, 2019, partners of women who have given birth get one full week of leave 
instead of two days. On July 1, 2020, this was extended by five additional weeks, at 70% salary. In late 
April, Minister Wouter Koolmees sent a proposal to the House of Representatives to allow all parents 
to take nine weeks of paid family leave, at 50% salary. The proposal was accepted and will go into law 
on September 1. Although domestic societal forces are definitely playing a role in bringing about these 
changes, the most important factor is pressure from the EU. But even after these most recent changes, 
the Netherlands remains miles behind countries like Sweden, South Korea, and France when it comes to 
family care legislation.

A facts-based contribution to a highly sensitive public debate
Keeping this in mind, our recent experiences and insights provide a great jumping-off point as we make 
the case for change. Our intention is to provide a facts-based contribution to a debate that’s often 
dominated by people’s emotions surrounding parenthood. And those emotions can run high: “Why 
would you have children if you’re just going to dump them at day care?” one side might argue. “Why 
should I have to pay for your leave?” the other side might retort.

It makes sense that people are quick to voice their opinions on a subject like family leave, but the current 
tone of the debate on this topic is not exactly constructive. One thing’s for sure, though: no matter what 
happens, someone will have to pay for it. So who should pay for what, and why?

In 2010, the government asked research agency SEO to map out the social costs and benefits of extended 
family leave. [1] A good first step, but the results are far from comprehensive: there’s still a lack of 
research data on “non-standard” families, for example. Instead, most studies focus on mothers and their 
babies, ignoring any partners who might be involved. We were also unable to find much information 
on topics like two-father families that use a surrogate mother, or families that consist of two same-sex 
couples. This is not entirely without good reason, of course, as it’s primarily women who face long-term 
negative consequences in terms of their financial independence as a result of having children. In 2019, 
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Tamar Stelling published an article in De Correspondent in which she explained how this “baby bill” – 
what science calls the child penalty – is footed entirely by women. [2]

And then the pandemic hit. Day cares and schools closed, which meant that the child care burden on 
parents increased. And if we’ve learned anything over the past months, it’s that we collectively turn on 
autopilot in times of crisis, assigning the greatest share of care tasks to mothers. [3]

This is our chance to make a change
This is not just undesirable, but also a missed opportunity. Because if there was ever a moment to 
recalibrate, this is it – both when it comes to our work-life balance, and to how we divide care duties 
between parents, regardless of gender.
That’s why we’re calling on the Dutch government (can someone forward this to Wouter Koolmees?), but 
also on the Dutch business community, to show courage by giving our current family leave system the 
complete overhaul it needs. Here’s what we envision:

 • Pregnancy leave (starting six to four weeks before the due date and with full pay [4] )  
  for the expectant mother.
 • Maternity leave (currently until ten to twelve weeks after birth, fully paid) and partner  
  leave (one week fully paid and five weeks at 70% pay) are extended and combined  
  into one joint “leave account” with a balance of twelve months and a maximum of  
  nine months per parent, to be used during the first year of the baby’s life. [5]

“Why do we need this?” you might be thinking. “And what’s all this going to cost?” That’s why we’ve 
crunched the numbers! First we listed the social costs and benefits, and then we did some math (swapping 
out the traditional cocktail napkin for a slightly larger placemat). Here’s our conclusion: significantly 
extending family leave for mothers – and especially also for their partners – is a very good idea. Our 
thesis is that this is perfectly feasible, and that the benefits will outweigh the costs. In this article, we 
explain what this thesis is based on, which will hopefully allow us to have a sensible discussion for once.

The benefits: health gains and quality of life
For us, this project arose out of curiosity: how is it possible that the Netherlands, as a well-developed 
and prosperous country, is lagging behind on family leave? Is it really that expensive to give parents 
more leave? We decided to do the math. First, we looked at the effects longer leave has on the mother, 
quantifying these where possible. We didn’t run this calculation for extended partner leave, but this 
would certainly be worth doing to get a more complete picture, because many of the drawbacks that 
come with only extending the mother’s leave disappear when leave is made – more or less – equal for 
both partners. But until this becomes a reality, we’d be remiss not to at least mention the effects of 
extending partner leave.
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Health benefits
The first benefit of extending maternity leave is that mothers will be more likely to breastfeed longer. In 
2015 (under the same family leave legislation) between 19 and 27 percent of women said they stopped 
breastfeeding because it was difficult to combine with work, [6] Despite the fact that breastfeeding 
longer has many health benefits, both for the child and the mother. [7] Our calculations resulted in 
estimated health benefits of €3 million per year. [8] Examples of these health benefits include a lower risk 
of developing rheumatoid arthritis and type 2 diabetes for the mother, and a lower risk of developing 
asthma and obesity for the child. [9] Breastfeeding longer also means that less money is spent on 
formula – €450 million per year in total.

Then there’s the positive effect on the mother’s mental and physical recovery after childbirth.
[10] During the period after childbirth, mothers often experience various mental problems, such as 
postnatal depression or post-traumatic stress disorder. Research shows that longer maternity leave has 
a positive influence on the mother’s mental health, both in the short [11] [12] and long term. [13] For 
the benefit op the mother’s recovery, the optimal leave duration seems to lie somewhere around six 
months. [14] Research also indicates that extended maternity leave has positive effects in terms of the 
mother’s physical recovery, although the evidence for this is less strong. [15]

According to the scientific literature, longer family leave also has positive health effects for the child, 
in addition to benefiting its overall development.  For example, we know that cognitive development 
benefits when the mother works less during the first year of a child’s life. [16] It has also been shown that 
children of mothers who return to work within twelve weeks after childbirth are more likely to develop 
behavioral problems. [17] But partners play a vital role too, as their presence during infancy is of crucial 
importance to the child’s development. [18]

Financial savings
Another advantage of longer family leave is that children go to day care (or childminders) at a later age. 
We assume that extending family leave by three months will translate to children going to day care three 
months later. This would save society almost €65 million each year. Approximately two thirds of these 
savings would be on the part of the government, as it would spend less on day care benefits, and one 
third would directly benefit families that rely on some form of day care.

In the period shortly after childbirth, parents pay a higher-than-average number of visits to the family 
doctor, hospital, or baby clinic. Normally, parents would have to take time off for these visits, at their 
employers’ expense. But when family leave is extended, they can just schedule the appointments in their 
free time. The effects of this may seem small, but assuming that at least one of the parents is home three 
months longer and that parents – on average – have to take a few hours off work for each of these visits, 
it would save a total of €55 million a year.

Time at home with a baby may not fully qualify as free time, but it’s safe to assume that many parents 
would still prefer it to spending time at work – especially given the fact that they don’t lose any income 
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during their leave. Leisure time is usually valued at 80% of net income plus social security contributions.
[19] It’s a bit of a stretch to assume that this would also apply directly to time spent taking care of a 
newborn, but it should be clear that this time has value too. Because what’s more valuable than spending 
time with your child during the first few months of its life? If we value this non-working time at 40% of 
net income instead of 80%, the value of the additional leave would be more than €200 million per year, 
based on the income of the average mother.

Social effects
But a more equitable distribution of family leave between parents has a wide range of qualitative 
benefits too. Partners who spend more time with their child have the opportunity to get more involved 
in its upbringing, and they also learn more about everything that goes into taking care of a child. As 
a result, these partners will take on more of the childrearing responsibilities, both during their leave 
and after. [20] Because those first few weeks after a child is born are a crucial window when it comes 
to “renegotiating the division of labor.” [21] Ideally, the result of this renegotiation is that work in the 
so-called second shift – the housework people do in their spare time – is distributed more equally. [22]

This also ensures that women who have just had a child don’t need to cut down on their work hours. 
Earlier in this article, we mentioned the child penalty. [23] In the Netherlands, this penalty is mainly the 
result of mothers choosing to work less after having their first child. [24] This means that if partners were 
to take on a greater share of the care duties, the position of mothers – and women in general – on the 
labor market would improve, bringing true gender equality one step closer. It might even help close the 
wage gap between men and women. In the current situation, there’s a financial incentive for employers 
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to have men on their payroll – they’d only be absent from work for a couple of days should they have a 
child, whereas a female employee would be home for months. If there’s an equal distribution of family 
leave, the current wage gap (which is simply the result of supply and demand) would shrink.

Costs and benefits
Of course, someone would have to pay for extending family leave, and employers would take a financial 
hit as a result of longer absences (assuming someone who works generates more revenue than what 
they cost). But how big of a hit are we talking about here? We calculated what it would cost if mothers 
would take three months’ extra leave. What we found was a total loss of turnover of just under €1 billion 
per year. Make no mistake: this is a substantial amount, the effects of which would be felt immediately, 
while the benefits would be spread out across the short and long term. The reduced care costs as a result 
of longer breastfeeding, for example, would take years to start paying dividends. There would also be 
a major discrepancy between who would bear the brunt of the costs and who would stand to benefit 
the most – the former being the government and the latter the parents and children. Of course, the 
government might still end up benefiting indirectly.

Extending family leave doesn’t just benefit families
So far, the benefits of extending family leave don’t entirely outweigh the costs in our calculations. 
Nevertheless, we’re convinced that the other benefits (which are a lot more difficult to quantify), in 
combination with the positive effects we found, more than make up for the costs. To really drive this 
home, we need to widen the picture: besides the improved wellbeing of young families, extending 
family leave helps strengthen the resilience of women in our society. The Dutch government has been 
trying for years to improve women’s participation on the labor market, and – as a result – their economic 
independence (which is atrocious in the Netherlands). In 2008, the Part-time Plus Task Force was set up 
to investigate how this problem should best be addressed. A report published by the task force in 2010 
called for changes across the board, from the leave system to private day cares and outdated school 
hours. Because taken all together, these factors combine to create a “part-time trap” for women. But we 
were still in the midst of a financial crisis at the time, so the report was largely ignored. [25] In April 2020, 
an interdepartmental policy study on part-time work by women was published. It arrived at the same 
conclusions as the Part-time Plus Task Force’s 2010 report. Time to take action, right? Oh, wait, there’s 
a crisis on…

Companies also have a role to play – and Rebel’s no exception
We’ve made some pretty strong statements in this article, so allow us to add some nuance: we understand 
all too well that the changes we propose would take time to implement, and that we can’t just expect the 
government to take care of everything. A modern employer should provide a modern support system 
for young parents. ING, ABN AMRO, and Coca-Cola Europe all chose to extend partner leave before 
July 1 of this year, when it became legally required. HEMA recently changed its leave policy to make 
family composition irrelevant to family leave, extending leave for “rainbow families” – gay couples using 
a surrogate mother, families with more than two parents, or lesbian couples that choose to adopt. In 
families like these, at least one parent tends to miss out on the beginning of their child’s life as a result 
of the leave policies currently in place.
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We applaud the kinds of initiatives these companies are taking. And, to be honest, we should take a page 
from their book: Rebel’s own family leave policy is pretty basic. So we’re also using this article and our 
calculations to start an internal discussion. Hopefully, the result of this discussion will be that the only 
present author who doesn’t know the joys of parenthood yet will have all the time in the world to take 
care of his future children – when he’s ready to take that step, of course.

Help us refine our calculations and add to the discussion
Chomping at the bit to weigh in on this thorny issue? We’d love to hear your thoughts! Getting a full and 
accurate picture of all the benefits that come with extending family leave is no easy task, and we’d like to gain 
a more thorough understanding of the effects on partners and non-standard families. Because if we have all 
the facts – and if we can all agree on them – there’ll be a lot less disagreement on the solutions we need. In 
this article, we’ve attempted to jump start the discussion with an initial broad-strokes analysis, but that’s just 
the first step. Help us fine-tune our figures and arguments so we can have a facts-based discussion on how to 
recalibrate the current balance, and fix family leave.
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Our case: Prepare (PPP) projects for (un)expected future events

Before the project, pay attention to: The feasibility, design, operations, and contract

During the project: Implement an Emergency Disaster Risk Management Team, and/or consider re-
discussing terms of the contract agreement

Building more resilience: from pandemics to PPPs
Within a few short weeks Covid-19 overtook our lives. At first, for those of us not living in China, it 
seemed far away—an interesting news headline, but ultimately a challenge faced by someone else. But 
then, the stores sold out of toilet paper, hand sanitizer, and basic food items. Children were sent home 
from school; masks mandated; and if you happened to cross someone on the sidewalk you felt the need 
to jump out of the way. Even if not actually infected by the virus, suddenly, all aspects of our lives seemed 
affected by it. We had to rearrange and adapt to our new circumstances.
At about this time, from the confines of our newly constructed home offices, we were wrapping up a 
project titled Improving Climate Resilience in Public Private Partnerships in Jamaica, seeking to provide 
guidelines on how to make infrastructure Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) more resilient to the effects of 
climate change. This meant we were pinpointing ways project teams could ensure that the infrastructure 
they developed was future-proof: prepared for more uncertain weather conditions and higher sea levels. 
And ensuring that when that future arrives, contracts and the people enforcing them can adapt.

Authors:   Christine Shepherd, Elisa Donadi & Irene Pohl
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“We were struck by some parallels between our work and current events. 
We realized our insights were applicable for building resilience to any sort 
of large ‘shock’ to a project.”

Resiliency refers to the capacity to recover quickly from difficulties or the ability to adapt to changing 
circumstances. Interestingly though, the work to ensure resiliency – of a system or project— often needs 
to be built ex-ante, or prior to an event that inflicts stress. Hence for a PPP project, this occurs during its 
prefeasibility and feasibility stages. This is when robust risk assessments can determine if a project is at 
risk of landslides and perhaps needs to be relocated, for example.

Unexpected or not acknowledged? Preparing PPPs for future shocks
But what about when forethought has eluded us? For those of us who are aware of the history of 
bird flus and coronaviruses, this current outbreak was not unprecedented – we as humans just did not 
want to hear the message and take the risk seriously.[1]  For many, awareness and acknowledgement 
of climate change works in a similar way. Yes, wildfires may be on the rise and Antarctica may have 
recorded its hottest temperature on record this year. But in our day-to-day, making changes happens 
slowly. For project work, this slowness means we may not be as quick to integrate new and perhaps 
important information into our existing feasibility studies, design guidelines, and contract specifications 
. As a result, our projects will not always be prepared for shocks and must react, ex-durante and ex-post.

As the infrastructure PPP world seeks to ‘bounce back’ from this current crisis ,we see the opportunity 
to work on making PPP projects and other contracting models ‘shock-proof’. Going forward we should 
ensure projects are developed on the premise of preparation and flexibility, which will ultimately add 
to  making them more resilient. For new projects, this can be coded into a project’s DNA in the planning 
stages, prior to construction and operation; though there is also space to ensure resiliency in ongoing 
projects, which were unprepared.

Building Resiliency Ex-Ante: Prevention is key
What can we learn from the current crisis and our previous experience? First, that prevention is key. One 
of the best ways to guarantee resiliency is by taking ex-ante preventive measures, or other efforts in 
parallel to the development of the project, including instituting higher or stronger standards.
Often, when we think about resilient infrastructure, we picture stronger assets. Yet by adhering to 
stronger standards, we propose a holistic array actions throughout a project’s lifecycle. Together, they 
create a more resilient project. Resiliency is not narrowly constrained to the physical assets. In the 
project preparation stage, several opportunities exist for ensuring a project can withstand any number 
of uncertain futures, including:
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 • Feasibility: when assessing project structure, teams can encourage the    
  development of a robust (climate) risk assessment. They can then    
  incorporate the assessed risks in the different feasibility studies; e.g. by:

  • considering the financial and non-financial implications of risk mitigation   
   efforts per hazardous events, given different contracting models (Value   
   for Money);
  • measuring the impacts and potential solutions to a population if the project’s  
   functionality is affected by a hazardous event

 • Design: Relates to the physical asset in itself, such as better design and construction  
  requirements against hazardous event; e.g. through:
 
  • designing for higher water levels, longer dry spells, heavier rains;
  • designing and constructing structures or wider halls to facilitate social   
   distancing;
  • keeping open spaces structures when possible; etc.

 • Operations: Incentivize crisis/risk management plans as part of the evaluation during  
  the procurement process, e.g. by:
 
  • requesting and evaluating bidders’ disaster risk management plans to   
   mitigate project specific risks/hazardous events identified in the    
   risk assessment;
  • enforcing periodical reviews of such plan in project operations.

 • Contract: Several clauses can help protect both public and private parties in a PPP  
  agreement:
 
  • incorporating Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) in the contracting agreement  
   to mitigate the risk of hazardous events (e.g. availability of hand sanitizers  
   every X distance inside the facility);
  • requesting/agreeing on a shared crisis fund;
  • creating a crisis management team among the concessionaire and the   
   contracting authority;
  • defining force majeure or exclude recurring hazardous events around the  
   project area (e.g. pandemic situations extending over a period of X months to  
   be excluded from FM clause);
  • requesting insurance for events not included in the FM clause, such as   
   pandemic situations that exceed X months of duration.
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“Mitigating disastrous events upfront during the project development and 
structuring phases may be the most effective way to alleviate the effects 
of such events: in the project functionality, as well as for the surrounding 
population.”

Building Resiliency : Response and Flexibility
Hardcoding (climate) resiliency measures into PPP projects is a newer concept, so we anticipate that most 
infrastructure projects do not (yet) assess disastrous events holistically. Yet when disaster does strike, 
what are our options for mitigating the effects of their damage – even if we are caught unprepared?

Like the situation we face in our pandemic world, the only path forward at this stage is to react. Many 
ongoing PPP projects were not prepared for their massive dips in demand and subsequent revenue 
declines. The trick is to try and institute a reactive approach that is simultaneously flexible and 
focused on the broader goal of keeping the project afloat. It is during these moments that the 
partnership will be tested. A focus on higher-level goals and maintaining good relations are needed.

The partners involved in PPP projects can consider the following options:

 • Emergency Disaster Risk Management Team: if one does not yet exist, creating  
  such a team comprised of individuals from the concessionaire and the public authority  
  can be useful in responding to major project issues. This team can meet regularly and  
  focus on assessing the major areas impacted that need to be mitigated.

  • can the local/regional/national government provide financial and   
   non-financial safety nets to the project?
  • what are the essential services that the project needs to keep operative   
   (e.g., ports, healthcare facilities)?
  • does the project provide essential services to the surrounding population?
  • can the concessionaire rely on its insurance for financial support?

 • Consider re-discussing terms of the contract agreement: although PPP contracts  
  are inflexible in nature, current events have forced many governments to revisit the  
  terms of the contracts. Clauses to consider include, but are not limited to:
 
  • what are the KPIs that the concessionaire needs to abide by to maintain   
   essential services? What KPIs can be malleable and softened during the crisis?
  • can the contracting authority forgive penalties due to unmet / unessential  
   KPIs?
  • provision of services. Can the concessionaire provide or shift operations to  
   essential services (e.g. facilitating air traffic for food supplies in a remote area,  
   opening ports operations for food and medicine)
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No resilience without relation
Covid-19 has left us all scrambling to change how we go about our day-to-day lives. It has also taught 
us the importance of resiliency – for us as humans, but also for our systems and existing mechanisms for 
contracting infrastructure projects, like PPPs.
Our recent experience in Jamaica focused on preparing projects for what may yet still be the defining 
shock of our lifetimes: responding to the effects of climate change. It offered a good starting point of 
ideas from which to think about developing PPP projects resilient to any type of shock.

When a project team has the benefit of foresight, they would be wise to remember that prevention is 
key. This means rigorously assessing all types of risks and ensuring they are responded to and mitigated 
against through effective project design and well-thought operational structures. This will help ensure 
the project can withstand many uncertainties the world may throw at us.

But all is not lost for those caught unprepared – and the ‘unknown unknowns’. It is during these times 
that the relational aspects of the partnership will be tested, as a reactive approach is the only solution. 
Working together, individuals from the public and private sector can assess and respond to risks as they 
come, and consider options for making the contract . Afterall, the third word in PPP is “partnership,” 
which implies that both parties will work together.

[1]https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2020/06/scientists-predicted-coronavirus-
pandemic/613003/
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