
RAISING THE ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY OF FURNITURE: 
A STRATEGY WHICH ALSO RAISES THE VALUE OF THE EU ECOLABEL 

 
 
1. There were many issues which prevented a consensus being reached in 2003 on the wide 

product group of “furniture”.  It will be extremely difficult to overcome these issues if we 
try to continue with the same basic approach.  And even if there was a solution, we 
cannot be sure that an ecolabel made on the old basis would achieve any success in the 
market. 

 
2. The UK would like to propose a new approach which: 
 

•  builds on the valuable knowledge that the EUEB has built up during the earlier work; 
 

•  aims to get maximum value from that work; 
 

•  demonstrates to governments and all stakeholder that our work really can make a 
strong practical contribution to the goals of integrated product policy (IPP) and 
sustainable consumption and production (SCP). 

 
3. The UK proposal is in two parts: 
 

(1)  To develop a new consumer-facing ecolabel, called ‘Wooden Garden Furniture’ 
 

Wooden garden furniture is a product group with a strong chance of popular success.  It 
would be able to address (i) sustainable forest management and timber sourcing, and 
(ii) other environmental issues such as the chemicals and treatments used for preparing 
and preserving timber.  These are issues which often appear in the media.  A number of 
schemes and self-declarations already try to cover the ‘sustainable timber’ issue, but the 
EU ecolabel could offer stronger value in the market-place by covering all the main issues 
with a clear, independent product mark. 

 
(2)  To develop a sophisticated ‘IPP’ approach to a separate product group, called 
‘Office Furniture’ 
 
The criteria development process for this group would have two outputs: 
 

(a)  an ecolabel of the usual kind - though set at a very high level of environmental 
quality, which a few products could achieve today, but which would also be an 
ambitious bench-mark for future product development; 
 
(b)  a specification which could be promoted as the minimum standard for public 
procurement, suitable for adoption now by all governments in the EU and by all EU 
institutions. 

 
There is an opportunity here for EUEB to show how its work could be central to the 
delivery of environmental policy, by using its knowledge to signal future top standards 
and at the same time to help ‘green public procurement’ to set a fairly good minimum 
standard in the market.  This would be a valuable experiment to inform the review of the 
ecolabel Regulation in 2005. 



FURTHER DETAILS OF HOW WE COULD DO THIS 
 
 
1. Wooden Garden Furniture 
 
The development of an ecolabel for wooden garden furniture could progress in a similar 
fashion to other product groups.  But the advantage of this particular ‘focus’ is that: 

•  the criteria can be developed over a shorter time scale than normal - there are fewer 
‘problem issues’ for the ecolabel to tackle; 

•  materials such as metals and halogenated plastics could be ignored; 

•  there is a high degree of market awareness - therefore a good chance of market 
success for the label! 

 
An additional benefit is the opportunity to make links with the IPP pilot project on ‘teak 
garden chairs’ which will be running in 2005.   
 
 
2.  Office Furniture 
 
The procedure would be similar as for other product groups, involving an Ad Hoc Working 
Group (AHWG) and discussion at the EUEB.  But the aim would be for two separate outputs: 
 

•  The ‘Procurement Standard’ - that is, minimum specification recommended for use in 
all public procurement documents.  (The specification would also be a basic part of 
the requirements for the ecolabel award, below.)  It would cover all the types of 
material that are relevant to office furniture.  The criteria must be simple enough to 
include in tender documents and they should allow about half of the market to 
compete for contracts (so that purchasers can still get a very competitive price). 

 
•  The ‘Ecolabel Criteria’ would build on the ‘Procurement Standard’ but would be 

much more demanding.  With the Procurement Standard acting as a minimum, the 
ecolabel could aim for a very high standard, which perhaps only the top 5-10% of 
today’s market could achieve. 

 
 
The idea for Office Furniture is illustrated below. 
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requirements –  
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requirements – 
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FURTHER DETAILS - DEVELOPING CRITERIA FOR OFFICE FURNITURE  
 
 
The details of the criteria would be discussed and developed by an AHWG.  Here is an 
outline of what they might look like. 
 
(a)  Procurement - minimum specification 
 
Wood to be sourced from sustainably managed forests. 

Metal all metals to include a minimum recycled content. 

Plastics no use of substances or preparations that contain heavy metals or tri-organic tin 
compounds. 

Textiles no use of substances or preparations that contain tri-organic tin compounds. 

Leather heavy metals shall not be detectable. 

Durability & safety products must comply with available EN or ISO standards or be tested 
by a third party. 

 
(b)  Ecolabel Criteria 
 
First, it is worth thinking about why the draft proposals in 2003 were so difficult to agree.  
Possible reasons are: 

•  Some proposals were not clear enough.   For example, the EUEB itself was not sure how 
Appendix 1 (limiting substances by concentration) would be affected by other parts of the 
proposal (such as those for surface treatment).  Another example was the proposed 
chlorine limit for flame retardants - and how that would relate to safety requirements in 
national legislation affecting soft furnishings. 

•  Some proposals were unrealistic.  For example, requiring aluminium to have as much as 
100% recycled content. 

•  The proposals overall were inflexible.  This is quite inappropriate when we do not have a 
clear understanding of whether the proposals are achievable or not! 

 
It is possible to get round these problems.  We suggest the following approach: 
 
•  The Procurement Requirements - these must be achieved. 
 
•  Additional ecolabel requirements - these must also be achieved because they are basic 

issues that are common to other sets of product criteria as well.  Examples include: 

- limiting hazardous substances with various R-phrases 

- limiting heavy metals 

- limiting azo dyes 

- limiting VOCs 

- requiring design which facilitates recycling 

- requiring durability and safety 



•  Additional ‘optional’ criteria.  These would allow some flexibility.  Optional criteria 
would cover textiles, metals and plastics and include recycled material content, surface 
coatings and the use of substances containing halogens.  ‘Points’ would be associated 
with each requirement.  A minimum number of points would need to be scored for the 
ecolabel to be awarded.  ‘Hurdle’ values (exclusion limits) could also be adopted, as we 
have done previously with detergent product groups.  The ‘points’ scheme would mean 
that lower performance in one area  (eg, certain types of plastic or flame retardants) could 
be balanced by higher performance in another area (eg, a higher content of recycled 
material). 

 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
1. This concept offers a mechanism for resolving the previously contentious issues.  It 

would require the full co-operation of an AHWG and the EUEB to drive the work 
forward but the goal, a procurement specification and an ecolabel for office furniture, is 
worth striving for. 

 
2. This approach also offers benefits for the effectiveness of the ecolabel because it focuses 

on sections of the market where certain purchasers can be engaged to act.  There is 
(1) a good chance to influence the general consumer market for garden furniture, by 
building on an area where there is already a market interest in greener products; 
(2) a very good chance to influence the market for office furniture - a product which 
involves all corporate and public organisations - by harnessing the power of public 
procurement. 

 
3. A wider benefit is that the EUEB could gain experience of how to unlock its knowledge 

and expertise to contribute actively to other product policy (IPP) instruments.  This could 
bring additional value, credit and recognition for the ecolabel and for the EUEB. 

 


