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Outline of paper
The theme of “Sustainable Construction” is gaining ever greater importance, as demonstrated by the proposed introduction of a “Sustainability Code for Buildings” and by adoption of the “Operating and Financial Review
” in April 2005.  Product manufacturers, architects and specifiers are increasingly being asked to demonstrate the ‘sustainability’ of the products they are producing or choosing. 
Recent years have seen an emphasis on improving energy efficiency during the use phase of a building.  Adopting energy efficiency best practice measures can considerably decrease the operational energy of a building. However, reducing the overall energy consumption of buildings in use means that it becomes more strategically important to pay attention to the energy needed for producing the construction materials themselves
. The only way to get an informed picture of the environmental implications of this shift is to measure the environmental impacts caused.  A widely used method for evaluating and comparing the environmental impacts of buildings is Life Cycle Assessment (LCA).
This paper looks at what LCA  does and how it fits into the bigger sustainability picture for construction.  BRE have an LCA-based methodology
 for determining the environmental performance of construction products (e.g. steel, timber and concrete) and building elements (e.g. external walls, roofs and floors. The scheme conforms with ISO 14040 and goes beyond this to define a variety of rules that enable a “level playing field” approach for all construction products. The methodology is a result of over 3 years’ work in collaboration with representatives of the Construction Materials sector through a DETR Partners in Technology project.

The results of LCAs for products are now often requested as Type III “Environmental Product Declarations” or “EPDs”. These EPDs provide independent information about the relative environmental impacts of different design options.  EPDs can help with the exchange of data between links in the production chain (business-to-business communication) and can help architects, specifiers and clients to make informed decisions about construction materials and components (business-to-end user communication).
This paper sets out how environmental performance is assessed, and what environmental issues are looked at in a product or element’s “environmental profile”.  Also described is how environmental profiles feed into BRE’s sustainability tools BREEAM and EcoHomes through the “Green Guide to Specification”
, the “Green Guide to Housing Specification”4 and “ENVEST”
.
The environmental performance of a brick skinned, timber frame external wall over 60-years is set out to illustrate the process and the results it gives. An EPD, in the format set out by ISO TC59/SC 17 in document 21930, is presented to show the types of information ISO proposes to cover for construction products. The implications for environmental performance of choices made to meet the technical requirements of Building Regulations are illustrated by examining the performance of the wall insulated with rockwool or polyurethane to achieve a U-value of 0.35 W m-2K-1.
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