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Under its sustainable products initiative expected on 
30 March, the European Commission will, for the first 
time, aim to ensure that all products placed on the EU 
market are designed with sustainability objectives in 
mind.

In this special report, EURACTIV looks at the Commis-
sion’s upcoming Sustainable Products Initiative and 
what it means for businesses and the environment.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12567-Sustainable-products-initiative_en
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The EU Sustainable Products 
Initiative, set to be adopted on 
30 March, will draw inspiration 

from the successful Eco-design 
Directive and lessons learnt from the 
Batteries Regulation presented one 
year ago.

The initiative aims to make all 
products placed on the EU market 
more durable, reusable, repairable, 
recyclable, and energy-efficient.

It was first announced in March 
2020 as part of the wider Circular 
Economy Action Plan, which wants to 
“make sustainable products the norm 

in the EU” while halving municipal 
waste in Europe by 2030.

The circular economy plan outlines 
measures to cut waste in areas like 
textiles, buildings and electronic 
equipment, which have so far been 
unaddressed at the EU level.

As part of this, the EU executive 
noted that “there is no comprehensive 
set of requirements to ensure that all 
products placed on the EU market 
become increasingly sustainable and 
stand the test of circularity.” This 
is what the Sustainable Products 
Initiative will seek to address.

Circular economy policies are not 
new in the EU, but to date, rues have 
mainly focussed on a products end-
of-life phase. By contrast, the Circular 
Economy Action Plan shifts attention 
to the entire lifecycle of a product, said 
Stefan Sipka, a policy analyst at think-
tank, the European Policy Centre.

“The idea is to go upstream and 
look at products themselves before 
they reach the end-of-life phase,” 
Sipka told EURACTIV.

The Sustainable Products 
Initiative will establish rules to make 
producers responsible for providing 

Circular economy policies have so far tended to focus on the end-of-life phase of a 
product. By contrast, the Circular Economy Action Plan shifts the attention from away 

waste to the full lifecycle of a product. [ShutterPNPhotography / Shutterstock]

EU’s green products initiative to 
emulate eco-design, battery rules

B y  A n n a  G u m b a u  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/pdf/circular-economy/new_circular_economy_action_plan.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/pdf/circular-economy/new_circular_economy_action_plan.pdf
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more circular products – either by 
providing products as services or 
ensuring the availability of spare 
parts to repair them.

It is also expected to introduce 
the EU Digital Product Passport, a 
mandatory tool that will force end 
products to disclose information 
on components and recyclability 
potential.

EXTENDING EU 
‘ECODESIGN’ RULES TO 
NEW PRODUCTS

The Sustainable Products 
Initiative will essentially extend the 
current Ecodesign Directive – which 
focuses on energy-related products – 
to a broader range of goods.

“The SPI will extend the Ecodesign 
Directive in two ways: one is by 
introducing circularity requirements 
and to make products durable, 
reusable, recyclable, and repairable,” 
Sipka said. “The other extension is 
moving beyond electronics. There 
will be circularity requirements for 
electronics, but also in many other 
products, from textiles to furniture.”

The Ecodesign Directive is 
considered one of the ‘success 
stories’ of the EU’s green policies. 
A recent report from the European 
Environmental Bureau (EEB), a 
green NGO, estimated that the 
EU’s ecodesign rules could account 
for a third of the total emissions 
reductions needed to achieve the 
bloc’s 55% greenhouse gas reduction 
target by 2030.

Just like the Ecodesign Directive, 
the Sustainable Products Initiative 
will provide a general framework, 
and sector-specific legislation will 
be required for different product 
categories, “especially in order to 
capture circular economy priorities 

not addressed in the overall 
framework,” says Ioana Popescu, 
senior programme manager at ECOS, 
an environmental NGO focusing on 
technical standards.

“For example, the SPI framework 
can set general rules for packaging to 
be durable, but the package-specific 
legislation can then go further and 
set targets to phase out single-use 
food packaging f by a certain year,” 
Popescu told EURACTIV.

AN INNOVATIVE 
APPROACH

The upcoming proposal will 
also draw inspiration from the EU’s 
Batteries Regulation presented at 
the end of 2020, the first-of-a-kind 
piece of legislation that intends to 
ensure that batteries placed in the 
EU market are sustainable and safe 
throughout their entire life cycle.

According to Jean-Pierre 
Schweitzer, senior policy officer 
at the EEB, the approach taken by 
the Batteries Regulation, which 
will likely be replicated in the 
Sustainable Products Initiative, is 
quite innovative.

“It combines many elements: a 
lifecycle approach, the idea to include 
a Digital Product Passport, due 
diligence requirements, durability 
and repair requirements – so there 
are not just environmental but social 
supply chain issues considered, and 
that is quite innovative,” Schweitzer 
explained.

The Sustainable Products 
Initiative will incorporate several 
elements of the Batteries Regulation. 
Similarly, the metals involved in the 
manufacturing of batteries – such as 
cobalt or lithium – will be affected by 
the SPI in many ways as the scope of 
the legislation is broadened.

The Batteries Regulation is 
currently in the hands of co-
legislators – the European Parliament 
and EU member states – who may 
still introduce amendments to the 
proposal which could be reflected in 
the Sustainable Products Initiative.

“The Commission should watch 
out for loopholes given by broad 
exemptions and poor definitions,” 
warned Rita Tedesco, senior 
programme manager at ECOS. “For 
example, the Batteries Regulation 
included exemptions and weak 
definitions that left out light means 
of transport (e-scooters, e-bikes) 
batteries from collection and 
recycling targets,” she said.

TECH INDUSTRY 
WARNS AGAINST 
RISK OF MARKET 
FRAGMENTATION

The EU’s sustainable product 
rules can be a game-changer for 
many industries – not least for the 
electronics and technology sectors, 
which involve multiple intermediary 
products and value chains.

Brussels-based association 
Orgalim, representing Europe’s 
technology industries, says the 
Sustainable Products Initiatives 
could be “a win-win opportunity for 
the environment and the economy – 
if designed properly.”

“It is critical to do a thorough 
impact assessment,” said Orgalim 
about the EU cost-benefit analyses 
which usually come with every big 
policy proposal. “This initiative is 
too important and core to Europe’s 
industries competitiveness. If done 
poorly, it could also cause serious 
damage,” warned Malte Lohan, 
director general at Orgalim.

https://www.euractiv.com/section/circular-economy/news/eu-plans-digital-product-passport-to-boost-circular-economy/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/circular-economy/news/eu-plans-digital-product-passport-to-boost-circular-economy/
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According to him, the SPI needs 
to ensure that all EU member states 
are subject to the same requirements; 
otherwise, the Commission risks  
“destroying” the EU single market, 
Lohan told EURACTIV.

The SPI will also need to introduce 
effective enforcement of the rules and 
market surveillance to ensure a level-
playing field with producers outside 
the EU.

“Manufacturers want to see that, if 
they are following rules on circularity, 
there should be an incentive for 
people to choose these products. 
Without market surveillance, we 
risk having some organisations not 
implementing; and then those that 
play by the rule will get the cost and 
not the benefit. The more the rules are 
complicated, the more we have a risk 
of this happening,” Lohan explained.

Moreover, much of the 
requirements of the Sustainable 
Products Initiative will fall to Europe’s 
SMEs, which form the vast majority 
of EU businesses. So “additional 

requirements should be kept as 
minimal as possible, and must be 
manageable and affordable,” Lohan 
added.

Ultimately, the rules will need 
to ensure that the environmental 
improvement of the products does 
not negatively impact consumers, 
particularly lower-income 
households.

“In the long run, it could save costs, 
because if you buy a refrigerator that 
can last for 10 years, you won’t have 
to buy another one in three years. You 
are saving money in the long term, 
but it can be more expensive at first,” 
says Sipka from the European Policy 
Centre.

“So, in the short run, that’s a 
problem, and it could be an issue for 
people with lower income who may be 
faced with more expensive products,” 
he cautioned.
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The European Commission is 
preparing to table a proposal 
on 30 March that will force 

companies to substantiate their 
environmental claims, using an EU-
wide methodology that has been in 
the making for nearly ten years.

The Commission will table its so-
called ‘green claims’ regulation to 
make the environmental labels and 
credentials listed by companies – like 
their recyclability or biodegradability 

– reliable, comparable and verifiable 
across the EU.

That could be an instrument to 
tackle ‘greenwashing’, or companies 
making false claims about the 
environmental footprint of their 
products. In turn, this could help 
consumers to make better-informed 
choices about the products they buy.

Companies will have to 
substantiate their claims using 

a single EU methodology called 
Product Environmental Footprint 
(PEF). This method measures “the 
environmental performance of a 
product or organisation throughout 
the value chain, from the extraction of 
raw materials to the end of life, using 
16 environmental impact categories,” 
the Commission said in a preliminary 
cost-benefit analysis of the proposal.

“The public space is overflowing 
with green claims relating to product 

The EU’s Product Environmental Footprint (PEF) methodology measures “the environmental 
performance of a product or organisation throughout the value chain, from the extraction of raw 

materials to the end of life,” the European Commission said. [HollyHarry / Shutterstock]

EU to tackle ‘green claims’ 
with unified product lifecycle 

methodology
B y  A n n a  G u m b a u  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12511-Environmental-performance-of-products-&-businesses-substantiating-claims_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12511-Environmental-performance-of-products-&-businesses-substantiating-claims_en
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environmental performance – it is like 
the Far West out there,” said Ioana 
Popescu from ECOS, an environmental 
NGO focusing on standards.

“There is enormous value in having 
a harmonised methodology. That 
way we can ensure the comparability 
and validity of green claims,” she told 
EURACTIV.

PEF is a methodology based on Life-
Cycle Assessments (LCA), or methods 
to quantify the environmental impacts 
of products. PEF takes what is called 
a ‘full’ lifecycle approach – from the 
extraction of raw materials, through 
production and use, and until final 
waste management.

And although LCAs are massively 
complex undertakings, they are 
“absolutely essential” to fully 
understand a product’s environmental 
impact, said Malte Lohan, director 
general at Orgalim, the EU tech 
industry association.

“It’s the only way to have a 
true picture, notably for complex 
products,” Lohan said. “It also links to 
competitiveness. You want the market 
to compare costs on a comparable basis 
in a full lifecycle, so potentially more 
expensive products can also reflect 
a higher value from a sustainable 
viewpoint,” he told EURACTIV.

NEW STANDARD

There are several LCA 
methodologies used across products 
and value chains, and many of 
them are standards which are set 
internationally. However, using 
different methodologies for the same 
products could lead to different results, 
and it could be that the same company 
may have certain requirements for a 
specific product, and less stringent 
requirements for others.

PEF aims to introduce a 

harmonised EU methodology to tackle 
these inconsistencies. In 2013, the 
Commission launched a series of pilot 
projects to test the methodology across 
several products and fine-tune it over 
the years.

Now, with the Sustainable Products 
Initiative to be presented on March 30, 
PEF is now set to become the new EU 
standard to evaluate green credentials.

“PEF is based on agreed standards 
and protocols accepted globally by 
academics, civil society and industry 
and it ensures that you really look 
at the entire lifecycle. It is also a tool 
that ensures that you take the right 
measures that create over the entire life 
cycle the best possible benefits,” said 
Mark Mistry, public policy manager 
at the Nickel Institute, an industry 
organisation.

The PEF methodology isn’t perfect 
as it still has some limitations, 
according to Jean-Pierre Schweitzer, 
senior policy officer at the European 
Environmental Bureau (EEB). For 
instance, some environmental impacts 
are not covered, such as biodiversity 
loss or microplastics leakage into the 
environment.

“It is hard to cover this in PEF, 
because there is no scientific agreement 
on how to do it. But it still represents 
the most holistic scientific method for 
assessing the environmental impact of 
a product, and PEF is an improvement 
from the past because it should reduce 
inconsistencies in how the LCA method 
can be interpreted,” Schweitzer told 
EURACTIV.

The industry is largely on board 
with using the PEF methodology but 
still sees some weaknesses.

“We have contributed to the PEF 
method since 2013 and want to take 
things further, but we’re also clear that 
it still has shortcomings that must be 

fixed before any use in EU policy,” said 
Kamila Slupek, sustainability director 
at non-ferrous metals association 
Eurometaux.

WILL IT BECOME 
MANDATORY?

As the European Commission 
readies its proposals for 30 March, 
there are two major questions still 
left hanging – whether PEF will be a 
mandatory or voluntary requirement 
for companies, and whether businesses 
will need to need to add a label on their 
product to certify that they are PEF-
compliant.

PEF assessments can be costly 
exercises, which could be unaffordable 
for small businesses. PEF requires 
tracing information all the way back 
to the extraction of raw materials 
and across the entire value chain, 
something which can be particularly 
challenging for SMEs, which make the 
vast majority of businesses in the EU.

But some believe making it 
mandatory could still be worthwhile. 
“There are some positive aspects 
associated with making PEF a 
mandatory requirement as you are 
creating a level-playing field, so 
everyone will have to put its cards 
on the table and demonstrate how 
their product performs,” said the 
Nickel Institute’s Mistry. “Also, the 
environmental performance of 
products becomes finally visible to 
regulators, customers and consumers.”

“But there are also cons: the time 
and efforts dedicated to put together 
a PEF-compliant lifecycle assessment 
is enormous and requires either in-
house expertise or the support from a 
LCA expert. And we often talk about 
SMEs being the backbone of the EU. 
And this is where I feel that making it 
mandatory would at the end of the day 
lead to SMEs suffer significantly,” he 
adds.

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/smgp/ef_pilots.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/smgp/ef_pilots.htm
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‘PEF LABEL’ IN THE 
MAKING

In its initial cost-benefit 
analysis, the Commission noted 
that there are currently 457 
voluntary environmental labels 
worldwide, “and even more 
environmental claims, which are 
often poorly defined, explained or 
understood, and unpinned by non-
comparable methods to measure 
and assess environmental impact.”

In the EU, there are over 
100 of those labels currently 
active, the document adds, and a 
unified EU methodology should 
help consumers, business and 
investors make sense of these 
claims. However, There are other 
challenges. PEF takes into account 
a total of 16 environmental impact 
categories – and communicating 
the scores of all of them into a 
single label will be complex.

“If you want to have a single 
label of circularity, you will need 
to have a very clear methodology. 
Another way is just to fragment 
the labels and say, this product is 
durable, or it’s repairable, the same 
way there are labels indicating that 
certain package can be recycled,” 
said Stefan Sipka, policy analyst at 
the European Policy Centre (EPC), a 
Brussels-based think tank.

Given the methodology’s 
limitations, campaigners say 
it won’t always be appropriate 
to communicate PEF data on 
consumer-facing labels.

“This is particularly true for 
product groups for which missing 
impact categories may play a 
significant role in the product’s 
overall footprint. In these cases, 
PEF data may need to be supported 
with additional information,” said 
Schweitzer from the European 
Environmental Bureau (EEB).

“On the other hand, if we 
have PEF on a voluntary basis, 
then there’s even more space for 
confusion, because then we end up 
with many different types of labels 
based on LCA data that can be 
interpreted in different ways. And 
then, how do citizens assess if this 
is a sustainable choice?” he asked.
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The European Commission will 
seek to address “the presence 
of hazardous substances” in 

a wide range of products as part of 
its upcoming Sustainable Products 
Initiative (SPI), despite warnings from 
industry that it could conflict with 
the EU’s existing chemicals safety 
legislation.

The EU executive is expected to 
present new sustainability rules on 

30 March, targeting a wide range of 
products with the objective of making 
them more durable, reusable, and 
recyclable.

As part of this, Brussels wants to 
“address the presence” of harmful 
chemicals, the Commission said in a 
preliminary cost-benefit analysis of 
the proposal.

The new legislation will look at 
products such as electronics and ICT 

equipment, textiles, and furniture, as 
well as intermediary products such 
as steel, cement and chemicals, the 
document said.

This approach builds on the EU’s 
Chemicals Strategy for Sustainability 
released last year, which stated the 
Commission’s intention to introduce 
requirements to minimise the 
presence of hazardous substances in 
consumer products.

The metals industry is nervous about the Commission’s intention to look into the “presence” of 
hazardous substances in a product without looking at consumer’s potential exposure to it. They say 

car batteries are a good example because the chemicals are contained and do not come in contact with 
consumers. [petovarga / Shutterstock]

Brussels to address  
hazardous chemicals in EU  

green products initiative
B y  A n n a  G u m b a u  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12567-Sustainable-products-initiative_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12567-Sustainable-products-initiative_en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/strategy/chemicals-strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/strategy/chemicals-strategy_en
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There are currently several 
product-specific rules to regulate 
these substances – in toys, batteries, 
or food contact materials – but the 
upcoming SPI proposal is expected to 
extend this to a much broader set of 
products placed on the EU market.

This is creating jitters among 
manufacturers and suppliers of raw 
materials, who are already regulated 
under the EU’s REACH legislation on 
chemical safety.

The metals industry, in particular, 
is nervous about the Commission’s 
intention to look into the presence 
of hazardous substances in a product 
without looking at the consumer’s 
potential exposure to it.

“We agree that hazardous 
substances in products need to be 
assessed to ensure that they do 
not present risks for consumers or 
professionals using these articles,” 
said Mark Mistry, public policy 
manager at the Nickel Institute.

However, he said, the substances 
are often sealed inside the product 
and therefore do not come in contact 
with consumers.

“Batteries are a good example 
here: while they do contain hazardous 
substances, those substances are 
sealed within the battery and do not 
present a chemical risk,” he said, 
illustrating the risk-based approach 
adopted under the EU’s 2006 REACH 
regulation.

NGOs, by contrast, maintain that 
hazard-based approaches – which 
focus on the intrinsic properties of a 
substance, and not the exposure to it 
– offer more protection to consumers.

“A hazard-based approach sends a 
clear message that products must be 
toxic-free throughout these life cycles 
and that certain hazardous properties 

cannot be present in consumer 
products,” said Élise Vitali, policy 
officer for chemicals at the European 
Environmental Bureau (EEB), an 
NGO.

“A risk-based approach bets on 
the impossible, which is to predict 
that all exposure, throughout these 
life cycles, would be safe. This 
presumption is not realistic and not 
backed up by science,” she added.

CHEMICALS IN 
BATTERIES

Lithium-ion batteries, commonly 
found in electronic devices and 
electric vehicles, contain hazardous 
substances and have raised safety 
issues when disposed as waste at their 
end of life.

But the industry maintains that 
these batteries are sealed and pose no 
risk of exposure for consumers under 
normal circumstances.

“With batteries, one has to 
focus on measures that ensure that 
they are produced and recycled in 
installations … Once you talk about 
dismantling, and once [batteries] 
are going into their end-of-life stage, 
we need to ensure high standards to 
protect the environment and human 
health,” Mistry told EURACTIV.

The European Commission’s 
proposal for a regulation on 
batteries, presented at the end of 
2020, did not address the issue of 
hazardous substances in detail. 
However, lawmakers in the European 
Parliament’s environment committee 
have attempted to introduce 
amendments addressing the presence 
of these chemicals in the batteries 
regulation.

A cross-industry paper on the 
revision of the Batteries Regulation 
released last month expressed 

concern about these positions and 
pointed out that there is already 
legislation in place to address 
hazardous substances, such as the 
REACH regulation.

But current legislation has 
proved insufficient to prevent toxic 
substances in products, be it for virgin 
or recycled materials, said Vitali from 
the EEB.

“Both the chemicals and products 
legislations need to be adapted. The 
SPI is a major opportunity for the EU to 
set horizontal-overarching principles 
for toxic-free products to protect 
health and the environment; this 
needs to be complemented by sectoral 
measures to adapt the principles to 
specific product categories,” she said.

But the industry maintains that 
hazardous substances are already 
present in several products that 
do not pose any risk of harmful 
exposure. In the case of batteries, all 
recycling operations are done in a 
controlled environment to minimise 
any adverse impact, it points out.

“These are not empty promises: we 
recycle in a controlled environment, 
and when that happens, there 
is minimum damage to the 
environment and human health,” 
said Kamila Slupek, sustainability 
director at Eurometaux.

“We do not oppose the idea to 
substitute chemicals, provided that 
the judgement is based on risk and 
not hazard. Moreover, an alternative 
choice must consider functionality, 
safety and performance of a product 
and of course be safer for the 
environment and for humans,” she 
added.

LOOKING FOR 
ALTERNATIVES

The planned Sustainable Products 

https://rechargebatteries.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Joint-industry-paper_future-Batteries-Regulation_January-2022_FINAL.pdf
https://rechargebatteries.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Joint-industry-paper_future-Batteries-Regulation_January-2022_FINAL.pdf
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Initiative will also look into measures 
to increase transparency on the 
content of hazardous substances 
in products in their full life cycle, 
with the intention to gradually find 
alternatives and possible substitutes 
for these substances.

Replacing hazardous substances 
with safer alternatives “may be 
time-consuming and cost-intensive 
and may not always pay off in a 
competitive advantage for innovative 
companies,” the EEB said in a paper 
released last year.

EEB’s Vitali said that “the 
Sustainable Products Initiative is 
a promising tool on this aspect. 
It is more likely to promote the 
substitution of hazardous substances 
to safer alternatives since it allows the 
assessment of alternative materials 
and products by product groups”.

NGOs have long advocated for all 
EU legislation to include the right 

to a toxic-free environment. They 
have also been critical of the REACH 
Regulation, arguing that it mainly 
focuses on chemical alternatives to 
hazardous substances by seeking to 
replace them with a ‘safer’ chemical.

“The product-group approach 
would reduce the chances for 
regrettable substitutions of hazardous 
chemicals by others of the same 
category by taking a more general 
approach. The use of hazardous 
chemicals is proven not to be essential 
where other products of the same 
product category are toxic-free,” Vitali 
said.
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The EU Ecolabel on a detergent package. There are currently dozens of 
voluntary ecological labels on the European market. [IMAG3S / Shutterstock]

B y  F r é d é r i c  S i m o n  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

The European Commission’s 
upcoming sustainable product 
initiative should seek to clean 

the market for ecolabels and impose 
an EU-wide standard based on 
lifecycle assessment, says Professor 
Finkbeiner. However, “I doubt that the 
EU Commission will be brave enough 
to put out a mandatory label,” he told 

EURACTIV in an interview

Matthias Finkbeiner is Chair 
of Sustainable Engineering and 
Managing Director of the Department of 
Environmental Technology at Technical 
University Berlin. He is a world-
renowned expert on lifecycle assessments 
who Stanford University listed among the 

top 2% of scientists globally. 

As an expert on lifecycle assessment, 
you took part in the European 
Commission’s Product Environmental 
Footprint (PEF) process several years 
ago. Can you briefly describe the 
purpose of the PEF exercise? What 
products did you evaluate, and how did 

Academic: ‘Mandatory EU  
labelling is the only way to fight 

proliferation of ecolabels’

I N T E R V I E W

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12567-Sustainable-products-initiative_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12567-Sustainable-products-initiative_en
https://www.tu.berlin/en/see/about-us/
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the process conclude?

The whole idea of this 
environmental footprint initiative 
was to standardise the European 
Commission’s way of performing 
lifecycle assessments (LCAs). And 
this was done by developing basically 
their own methodological approach 
on how LCAs are supposed to be done.

In parallel, the Commission did 
some 20 pilot studies that looked 
into different products from the food 
and non-food sector and developed 
specific methodological rules called 
PEFCRs – or Product Environmental 
Footprint Category Rules – for specific 
product types. These set out specific 
rules for how LCAs are supposed to be 
done for those particular products.

The pilot phase concluded in 2016, 
and they are now in a transition phase. 
So the process is basically ongoing, 
maybe with a slightly lower profile.

The main target now is to fine-tune 
the method and develop proposals for 
how it could be implemented into 
policy.

The PEF pilot studies were conducted 
by the European Commission in 2013-
2016 and focused initially on food and 
drinks like wine, olive oil or packed 
water. However, some of those pilots 
were discontinued, like those regarding 
meat and marine fish. What was the 
reason for this?

There were two waves: the first 
wave was non-food related, and the 
second focused on the food pilots. 
And in the course of the process, 
several pilots were stopped, including 
the one on meat.

I don’t have first-hand information 
on why it was stopped, but from what 
I understand, the process was quite 
demanding and a moving target, with 

changes in the methodology. And 
the whole exercise was getting more 
demanding in terms of budget and 
resources.

Some pilots also were not 
completely happy with the direction 
the process was taking and the rules 
they were supposed to follow under 
the regime.

What were the main challenges when 
evaluating the environmental footprint 
of a product in those pilot projects?

The biggest challenge was 
that there was no precise policy 
implementation scenario. To develop 
LCA as a policy tool, you must start 
with a goal and scope definition 
phase. Because you have to make the 
LCA fit for a specific goal or purpose.

And in this case, the purpose of 
the whole exercise was to be kept 
completely open. The European 
Commission started by seeking to 
tackle the jungle of green labels 
currently on the market and 
developing an EU-wide green label to 
replace them.

But later, the scope was widened 
to include public procurement and 
greening the industry – whatever 
the problem was, the environmental 
footprint methodology would fix it.

And that made it a challenge to 
develop a method that is really fit 
for purpose. Because if you develop 
a method to improve products or a 
method for eco-labelling, then you 
have to consider different things. And 
even though the overall target was to 
harmonise the different approaches, 
it actually ended up in a piecemeal 
approach because the pilots were 
quite different. In addition, the 
industries working on those pilots 
had different agendas.

Another challenge related 
to bureaucracy – the European 
Commission asked a lot of 
documentation of the participants. 
And some of the approaches tested 
in the impact assessment were not 
very mature. For example, they tested 
methods that everybody knew from 
the start were not going to work, 
which was not very efficient.

It’s a long trail, I could speak for 
two hours about the challenges, also 
because they differ between product 
groups. But the main problem was 
that it wasn’t clear – and it is still not 
clear – how this method actually is 
going to be used.

I think they tried developing 
something that is fit for every 
purpose, but with that approach, you 
usually end up with something that is 
not really fit for any purpose.

It seems the purpose may now be 
clearer. If you look at the European 
Commission’s upcoming sustainable 
product initiative, it focuses on green 
claims and labelling. Do you believe 
this will make it easier to choose the 
right methodology?

Definitely, if you have a clear goal, 
you can actually make the method 
appropriate for that. But it remains to 
be seen what exactly the Commission 
will come up with in its proposal.

Take, for example, the “EU 
flower”, the ecolabel of the European 
Commission. That is being developed 
by the Commission’s environment 
directorate, which is also in charge of 
the product environmental footprint 
method. The most straightforward 
thing would be to marry these two 
initiatives. So I’m quite curious to see 
how they actually want to link it.

In theory, a new ecolabel should 
tell the consumers why this is more 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/smgp/ef_pilots.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12567-Sustainable-products-initiative_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12567-Sustainable-products-initiative_en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/ecolabel/
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/ecolabel/
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or less robust than the existing ones. 
Or that it is cleaning the market from 
greenwashing by imposing a new 
label.

However, it remains to be seen 
whether the environmental footprint 
methodology can easily accomplish 
this. nd I’m not quite sure how 
concrete this proposal will be. We 
have worked, and we even published 
scientific papers on different 
options for how the PEF could be 
implemented for labels, depending 
on whether they are consumer-
facing or not.

So labelling is definitely one 
potential use of the method. But it 
has to be adapted specifically for this 
purpose.

The sustainable product initiative will 
apply the PEF methodology to new 
categories of products like electronics 
& ICT equipment, textiles, furniture, 
etc., with a view to develop consumer-
facing environmental labels. Do you 
believe the methodology is sufficiently 
mature to deal with these product 
types? Or do you see shortcomings 
there that still needs to be addressed?

I definitely see shortcomings in 
the environmental footprint method 
we have right now to be used in 
consumer labels.

On the other hand, the current 
situation with so many consumer 
ecolabels is a challenge as well, and 
many are not lifecycle-based at all. 
So I definitely support a consumer 
labelling scheme based on lifecycle 
assessments, even though there 
are challenges in verifying the 
information and making it really 
robust.

And even though I’m supportive 
of the idea, I still have doubts that the 
method that has been developed so 

far is ready to serve that purpose.

Like I said, there is already an 
EU ecolabel, the “EU flower”. And 
we have environmental product 
declarations. And for some product 
groups like paper or paints, we 
already have these two types of labels.

Now the key question is: do you 
use the environmental footprint 
to improve the existing labelling 
scheme, or do you put out another 
voluntary one? And as soon as you 
put out another voluntary label on 
the market, you contribute to the 
proliferation of labels rather than 
cleaning the market.

And I doubt that the EU 
Commission will be brave enough to 
put out a mandatory label. Because 
it means this will become the only 
option, and all the other labels will 
have to go.

This would be the only approach 
to fight the proliferation of labels. 
But I don’t believe they will dare go 
there.

Regarding the footprint measurement, 
what are the main categories that 
you are looking at? Is it water 
consumption, CO2 emissions or other 
types of environmental impact?

As environmental scientists, we 
focus on minimising the trade-offs. To 
save the Earth’s climate, for instance, 
you should not kill biodiversity or 
deplete water resources. That’s why 
we say it’s important to look at the 
broad set of impact categories and 
not only one.

Now the PEF methodology tries 
an intermediate approach. For a 
particular type of product, they 
prioritise 3, 4 or 5 main environmental 
impacts that should be looked at.

And that is already a bit risky 
because it means that all the other 
impacts are neglected. If you take the 
PEF pilots, for example, none of them 
prioritised radioactive emissions 
from energy use in countries that 
choose nuclear power. That means 
shifting all your energy systems 
to nuclear energy will come out as 
a winner in this case because the 
specific emissions of nuclear power 
won’t be taken into account.

The incentive for companies when 
doing PEF assessments is to be able 
to communicate the results when they 
are positive. Can a simple consumer 
label be sufficient to communicate 
complex findings? Traffic light 
systems, for instance, is often used in 
food. So what do you think an ideal 
consumer label should look like?

As an environmental scientist, 
the main challenge for me is the one 
that you described – the message 
for consumers needs to be highly 
simplified, ideally a black-and-white 
message, which basically says: ‘I’m a 
good buy’.

However, if you look at LCA, 
it’s unfortunately rarely the case 
that a product is clearly preferable 
to another one. And that’s a real 
challenge. That’s why environmental 
scientists like me prefer introducing a 
bit of nuance with more transparency 
about the trade-offs for each product. 
But of course, communication people 
don’t really like that.

And with the traffic light system 
– yes, it’s understandable, it’s well 
established. But the problem is 
how you set the benchmark. Some 
PEF pilots were quite smart and 
put the legal limits for some of the 
constituents in the benchmark 
recipe.

But in the end, you may end up 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12567-Sustainable-products-initiative_en
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finding that every product that is 
legally on the market is well below the 
benchmark. Whereas if you take an 
average, you know that more products 
will end up looking good.

And finally, the main question is 
whether you make the label voluntary 
or mandatory. As long as the label is 
voluntary, you will only get labels 
with a green light, because why 
would anyone say: ‘Hey, look, I have a 
really bad product’! And then, in the 
marketplace, you end up in a strange 
situation where everybody has good 
marks.

So that’s what makes the labelling 
question really complicated. And 
even if a robust label could be 
established, there are other trade-
offs linked to consumption volumes. 
Because if people think it’s a good buy, 
they may buy two or three instead of 
one, which makes the environmental 
impact worse.

The challenge, of course, is when the 
label delivers a bad grade because the 
manufacturer will be upset and will 
question the methodology. Can that be 
resolved?

Of course, no methodology is 
perfect, and there will always be errors 
or approximations. But if you’re really 
serious about clearing out the jungle 
of green consumer labels, you have to 
start somewhere.

I’m usually not the kind of guy who 
is always asking for the government 
to fix things. But if you really want to 
do something about consumer labels, 
you have to have the political will to 
opt for a mandatory system.

That’s what we have in the 
food sector. Whether you like it or 
not, some of the declarations are 
mandatory and need to be placed on 
the label. And then, of course, the 

method can be improved over time.

But with a voluntary label, I don’t 
see how you can achieve that.

Critics of the PEF methodology say it 
is too focused on CO2 footprint. With 
growing public concern about climate 
change, do you believe it’s justified 
to focus on CO2 as one of the main 
elements of an ecolabel?

I actually have to defend the 
PEF methodology here because, by 
definition, it does not look only at 
CO2. Many initiatives right now focus 
on decarbonisation and on CO2 only, 
but the PEF, from the very beginning, 
was broad and looked at 15 or 16 
different impact categories.

It’s true that PEF methodologies 
also come up with a weighting of 
what is the most relevant impact. 
And global warming is often the 
most dominant in that category, 
which can be criticised. Because it’s 
a very subjective decision whether 
you prefer being killed by climate 
change, by some toxic substances or 
by something else.

So, in that sense, I don’t think it’s 
really fair to criticise the PEF for being 
overly focused on CO2 emissions. 
Because the PEF actually looks at 
other impact categories, whereas on 
the overall political agenda, people 
tend to focus on CO2 only.

To conclude: if you could spot the 
main differences in PEF assessments 
between food and non-food products, 
what would it be? And how would that 
translate in the PEF methodology?

Technically, agriculture comes 
with specific challenges because 
the agricultural production process 
is relatively heterogeneous. If, for 
simplicity, you calculate with average 
data the environmental footprint of 

something controversial like palm 
oil, for example, so that things are 
comparable, you kind of set things 
into stone for the entire sector.

But that may not correspond to 
the reality. In reality, palm oil can 
be the most sustainable or the least 
sustainable option depending on how 
it is produced. And if you set default 
values into a PEF methodology, you 
end up punishing the really good ones 
and rewarding the bad ones. This 
heterogeneity is, I think, a particular 
challenge for agricultural production 
systems.

There are also implications on 
the administrative and political side 
of things. Food labels, for instance, 
are usually the responsibility of the 
agriculture ministry, whereas all the 
other products are usually dealt with 
by the environment ministry.

And for non-agricultural products?

For those, it’s often related to 
the use phase. For an ICT product, 
for instance, a lot depends on how 
you assume it is used and disposed 
of. From the life cycle perspective, 
the result will be driven by the 
assumptions you make in the usage 
scenario.

And that comes back to what I 
said at the beginning: if you have a 
clear goal, then you can make the 
assumptions that fit your objective. 
But if you want to keep it open, then it 
can be challenging.

Anything else you would like to 
highlight about the European 
Commission’s upcoming initiative 
on green claims and sustainable 
products?

Generally speaking – and that’s 
often the case in policy –  good 
intentions are not enough. Even 
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though I can subscribe to many of the 
intentions behind this PEF process, 
the way it was done was sometimes 
quite inefficient and departed from 
state-of-the-art practice.

There are also pseudo-solutions. 
For example, the European 
Commission imposed a lot of 
bureaucracy to ensure data quality in 
the contributions from the PEF pilots’ 
participants. But this approach does 
not guarantee data quality, and 
sometimes more resources went into 
documentation, whereas it could 
have been spent on improving the 
quality of the data.

So, if I understand correctly, do you 
feel that the consultations held by 
the Commission to develop its PEF 
methodologies were not efficient or 
not as open as it could have been?

Formally, the consultation was 
open to everyone. But there were 
so many different consultation 
steps that it was difficult for many 
stakeholders outside the process 

actually to contribute. In the very 
first consultation of the method, we 
took a couple of days in the group 
and provided a set of constructive 
comments.

But, as often in these 
consultations, we did not perceive 
a real uptake or impact. And three 
years later, the Commission officials 
corrected some of the things that we 
had pointed out back then, saying 
they took this from the pilot process. 
We said: ‘Hey, we told you three years 
ago!’. And the answer was: ‘Yes, but 
we needed the pilot process to come 
to that conclusion’.

In the end, we wasted three years 
of time testing a proper method. And 
many stakeholders lost interest in 
the process unless they were from 
the industries directly involved and 
had a direct interest in contributing 
to the pilot. To comment on all the 
documents consulted required to 
read more than a thousand pages, 
and if you’re not being paid for it, 
you’re simply not going to do that.
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[Jack Frog]

What is a “sustainable 
product”?  Is it more 
sustainable to continue 

using my old washing machine or 
to buy a new, more energy efficient 
one? Are single use products always 
unsustainable? What criteria should 
I use to judge whether a product is 
sustainable or not? What measures 
can we take to promote sustainability 

in products?

Mark Mistry is the Senior Manager of 
Public Policy of Nickel Institute.

The discussion on products 
and sustainability is not simply 
philosophical and detached from real 
life. It is an ongoing, highly relevant 
debate. Consumption patterns are 

changing, with an increasing number 
of products entering markets.

Today, consumers purchase 
products, but to what extent do 
they think about their use from a 
sustainability perspective? Long life, 
low maintenance, high efficiency, 
reliability, possibility to repair and 
reuse: some of us associate such 

Will the EU’s Sustainable Products 
Initiative get the balance right?
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aspects with products that we 
consider as sustainable.

However, consumers also put 
weight on other aspects such as 
design or functionality which they 
may consider to be more relevant. 
Manufacturers on the other hand, 
are increasingly producing products 
with a built-in obsolescence, that can 
neither be maintained nor repaired.

There is clearly a need to bring 
sustainability back into the minds 
of both consumers and industry, 
especially when considering 
consumer products. And some 
of these aspects will need to be 
formulated as requirements in 
legislation.

By the end of March 2022, the 
European Commission is planning 
to publish its Sustainable Products 
Initiative. The overall aim is to 
ensure that products placed on the 
EU market become more sustainable.

The expectation is that consumers, 
the environment and the climate 
will benefit from products that are 
more durable, reusable, repairable, 
recyclable, and energy efficient. The 
initiative is a key element in the 
European Commission´s Circular 
Economy Plan.

It is difficult to predict what 
will be finally published in the 
initiative, but from exchanges held 
with Commission officials a core 
deliverable may be a revamped 
Ecodesign Directive introducing 
possibly other related measures.

The European Commission 
expressed its intention to focus 
on a range of product groups such 
as electronics and ICT, textiles, 
furniture, construction and buildings 
as well as intermediary products such 
as steel, cement and chemicals.

Plans to assess and improve 
the product life cycle with respect 
to durability, reusability and 
reparability include improvement 
of the environmental and carbon 
footprint of products; increasing 
energy and resource efficiency; 
promotion of recycling to ensure that 
raw materials contained in products 
enter new life cycles and do not end 
up in landfills; and recycling to take 
place under highest environmental 
and worker´s protection measures.

We all can sign up to each of these 
points. Metals in general and nickel 
more specifically tick many of the 
boxes that we expect to see in the 
Commission proposal. Using nickel 
leads to higher energy efficiency 
during use, reduces maintenance, 
prolongs lifetime, makes products 
more durable – and its high economic 
value ensures their recycling and 
prevents landfilling.

Assessing all these points in 
parallel, however, is complex and 
requires a tool that guides us towards 
making balanced decisions. The 
European Commission developed 
its Product Environmental Footprint 
(PEF) method.

It is mainly built on a globally 
agreed life cycle assessment 
standard from the International 
Standardization Organization 
(ISO) and allows comparison of 
products or services throughout the 
entire life cycle and assesses their 
environmental performance. It will 
guide us to the right decisions, to 
identify hot spots within a product 
life cycle where improvements can 
be made and will play a critical role 
in the sustainable products initiative.

But is the product environmental 
footprint method going to answer 
all questions and guide us to more 
sustainable products? There are 
several points where more detailed 

consideration is required; where 
consequences along the entire 
life cycle and its environmental, 
economic and social implications 
have to be considered, and where 
political decisions will need to be 
taken.

As part of the sustainable products 
initiative, the European Commission 
plans to also “address the presence of 
hazardous substances in products”. 
But is this the right direction? Are 
bans of hazardous substances the 
right approach and will they make 
products more sustainable? Let´s 
take the example of batteries: all 
modern battery technologies contain 
hazardous substances.

We know that they play a critical 
role in electric vehicles and for 
the storage of renewable energy to 
achieve the climate change targets. 
Risk based approaches allow us to 
identify potential risks that might 
occur throughout the battery life– 
and to address them.

Such approaches help us to take 
advantage of all the benefits that 
batteries bring during use, and on 
the other hand to manage the risks 
which might occur in other stages of 
the life cycle. It is not the presence of 
hazardous substances that needs to 
be tackled, but the risks associated 
with them.

The idea of recycled content 
is also seriously considered. In 
principle, a mandatory share of 
recycled material in a product can 
help to promote its recycling at the 
end of life, reduce dependencies on 
raw materials imports, and improve 
the environmental and carbon 
footprint. But it is important to 
understand material characteristics, 
influencing parameters and what can 
be achieved.

The longevity of products for 
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instance is an important aspect 
and something which is aimed 
for in sustainability. If we look at 
nickel-containing stainless steel in 
buildings, we see many products 
still in use after 50 years, in some 
cases even more than 100 years – 
these materials are not yet available 
for recycling. Consequently, there 
is only a limited amount of nickel 
currently available to satisfy recycled 
content targets. There is however a 
high economic incentive to collect 
materials containing nickel at 
the end of life and to make them 
available for future life cycles.

For other raw materials 
with a shorter lifetime or lower 
economic value, however, including 
requirements for recycled content 
might be more appropriate and 
help to achieve a higher product 
sustainability.

The consumer has a critical role 
to play. The sustainable products 
initiative can only be successful if it 
involves consumers, informs them 
and targets their decision making. 
In many cases, the sustainability 
performance of products can be 
easily improved by increasing 
lifetime and ensuring recycling at 
the end of life.

Consumers decide whether a 
product should be replaced by a new 
one; whether a broken product shall 
be repaired and – if not reparable 
any longer – whether it is going to 
a recycling scheme. Educating and 
sensitising consumers is important 
to ensure that sustainability is 
considered, and more sustainable 
products are purchased.

It will be interesting to see how 
the Sustainable Products Initiative 
will balance full life cycle thinking, 
political targets and consumer 
education and promote the use 
of more sustainable products. 
Only if the Commission package 
manages to find a balance between 
these elements, can we expect the 
Sustainable Products Initiative to 
be successful and to lead us to more 
sustainable products.
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