
EPDs: What’s New, What’s Now, What’s Next? 
Part Three  
 
Introduction 
A recent shift to take a more holistic approach to green building has led to a new 
conversation – one that puts more emphasis on performance outcomes and asks, “Do 
we have the tools in place to truly measure the environmental and human health 
impacts of our products?” 
 
The Carbon Leadership Forum (CLF) a broad alliance of researchers, associations and 
companies within the building industry came together in 2009 to move the conversation 
forward. Led by Kathrina Simonen, Assistant Professor, Department of Architecture at 
the University of Washington) with the stated mission “to bring science and data of life 
cycle assessment (LCA) to the design and construction practice and to devise standards 
that will limit carbon footprints of building products”, the CLF has already accomplished 
several key milestones, including: 

• Developed Concrete PCR 
• Prepared report regarding the use of LCA in building codes for the State of 

Washington 
• Tested whole building LCA methods 

 
Their work, and the recent work produced by Architecture 2030, the Living Building 
Challenge, and the US Green Building Council’s forthcoming LEED v4, has created a 
flurry of discussions among architects, engineers, LEED consultants, contractors and 
suppliers fraught with new terms and concepts, including Life Cycle Assessments, 
Environmental Product Declarations (EPDs), Product Category Rules (PCRs), carbon 
accounting, transparency, and performance-based approaches vs. prescriptive 
approaches.  
 
In Part One of our series, we turn to Chris Erickson, CEO and co-founder of Climate 
Earth, a leading provider of business intelligence systems and consulting for sustainable 
management, to answer the question: “EPDs: What’s New?” Chris’ tutorial, “The ABCs 
of EPDs”, provided our readers with a sound foundation for understanding these 
emerging concepts and why they are important.  
 
We then followed up the tutorial with a case study, to answer the question, “EPDs: 
What’s Now?” This case study takes a closer look at how Climate Earth worked with 
Central Concrete, a U.S. Concrete Company, to develop the first concrete EPDs in North 
America. 
 
In hopes of providing a complete 360 view --our last installment, “EPDs: What’s Next?” -
- we asked the CLF members, at their September annual meeting, to share their views 
on the future of EPDs and what lays beyond. Here are excerpts from their round table 
discussion: 



Q: Initiating the Carbon Leadership Forum, the organization chose to first develop the 
Product Category Rules (PCR) for concrete. Why did you choose concrete? What are 
the current and expected outcomes? 
 
Kate Simonen, RA, SE, LEED-AP Assistant Professor, Department of Architecture, 
University of Washington 
A: When it comes to building products, reducing the carbon footprint from concrete is 
one of the most significant actions that the building sector can take. The reduction can 
be accomplished by designing new concrete mixes and doesn’t require new 
manufacturing facilities. The built environment accounts for approximately 41% of the 
United State’s total primary energy consumption and 39% of its total CO2 emissions … 
and the production of cement, a material used in concrete, accounts for approximately 
6-7% of human-generated CO2. As a result, developing Product Category Rules for 
concrete was an obvious choice for our members. We wanted to take on a project that 
would have the large potential impact. 
 
Jeff Davis, Vice President and General Manager, Central Concrete 
A: As soon as the Concrete PCR was issued, Central Concrete began development of its 
own EPDs. We issued EPDs for more than 1400 mix designs in April and are completing 
the process for our other mix designs. The 2030 Challenge and LEED v4 have ignited the 
interest of architects, engineers, and contractors, and has created a demand for 
transparency and clear, science-based information – data needed to measure the 
environmental impacts of building materials and allow them to make informed 
decisions. 
 
Lionel Lemay, Senior Vice President, Nation Ready Mixed Concrete Association (NRMCA) 
A: Adoption will take a while, but NRMCA members are contacting our organization to 
learn more about EPDs and the process of implementation. To respond to their needs, 
the NRMCA has become an EPD Program Operator in order to verify EPDs and we have 
established educational webinars and supporting documents to assist our members in 
this development. In addition, the masonry industry has shown an interest in pursuing 
EPDs – so the momentum to develop EPDs has begun. Also, CeraTech, a producer of 
sustainable, high performance, carbon neutral cements is in the process of developing 
its EPDs. 
 
Todd Miller, Senior Vice President and General Manager, CeraTech 
A: Yes, Lionel, we expect to issue our EPDs this fall. EPDs address a common problem  
“greenwashing”. EPDs replace vague information with clear, verified data that enables 
easy and trusted comparisons among products. 
 
Phil Williams, Vice President Sustainability and Technical Systems, Webcor Builders 
A: The advancement of PCRs and EPDs is one of the most significant areas of disclosure 
that we can envision for our industry. We are seeing a growing number of EPDs for 
building products – creating a huge opportunity for us, and our clients, to measure the 



impact of not just greenhouse gas emissions, but other metrics as well – such as water 
intensities and chemicals. This information goes way beyond labeling, but enables 
increased knowledge and transparency. We expect the numbers to continue to grow as 
specifications, calling for EPDs, continue to emerge. 
 
Don Davies, P.E, S.E., Senior Principal, Magnusson Klemencic Associates (MKA) 
The shift toward addressing the carbon embodied in the construction materials and 
construction process is the new frontier as we seek to reduce the carbon footprint in 
the building industry. Having EPDs and other emerging tools at our fingertips allows us, 
as structural engineers, to make a real impact. For example, if I reduce a 24 story hotel 
structure’s carbon footprint by 50%, that is the equivalent of 6-8 to years of building 
operations. 
 
Phil Williams, Vice President Sustainability and Technical Systems, Webcor Builders 
Those kind of results point to why this is a significant movement. The question of 
whether EPDs will be the future or fad has been answered – in fact the answer is that 
has become part of the present and is driving the future. 
 
Q: What role will EPDs, for any building material, play in moving the market closer to 
goals set out by the CLF, Architecture 2030 and the USGBC – to reduce the negative 
environmental and human health impacts of the built environment by promoting 
innovation and transforming the marketplace? 
 
Francesca Desmarais, Research & Innovation Lead, Architecture 2030 
While there are many ways to reduce the carbon footprint of a product, without clear 
rules defining how to measure the impacts, it’s tricky to track progress or provide 
incentives. Product Category Rules and EPDs deliver clear rules that help govern 
environmental product reporting, thereby paving the way to best practices. These new 
tools allow owners, architects, structural engineers and developers to assess the carbon 
footprint of products, along with other environmental impacts, and then relate them to 
the 2030 Challenge for Products objectives and now LEED v4. 
 
Frances Yang, Structural Engineer, Materials & Sustainability Specialist, SE LEED AP, Arup 
EPDs are a monumental step in realizing lower carbon buildings. EPDs enable more 
equitable comparison of building products and allow designers to differentiate among 
the various choices. As a result, we can make informed decisions when designing to 
reduce the embodied environmental impacts of structures. …. We are very pleased with 
the new trend. There has been strong interest among engineers and suppliers, further 
driven by LEED v4, especially for concrete. In fact, at Arup, we are specifying an EPD for 
each different concrete mix in our submittal requirements. That’s in our template, our 
master spec, for sustainable projects. 
 
 
 



Liila Woods, Senior Consultant, PE International 
That’s great. We’ve been working with product manufacturers for over two decades 
conducting life cycle assessments and now creating EPDs and it’s great to see how these 
tools are being integrated into standard business practice. Ensuring a project meets its 
goals means using the best products that align with project requirements. Because of 
the emphasis on transparency from green building rating systems, understanding the 
differences among the various product disclosure types will help building teams avoid 
confusion.   
 
Chris Erickson, CEO and co-founder, Climate Earth 
Yes, absolutely. A major tenet of corporate responsibility is transparency. The 
emergence of Product Category Rules, Life Cycle Assessments, and Environmental 
Product Declarations will allow for fair and comparable reporting and empower 
customers to make informed sustainable product choices, paving the way to a more 
sustainable economy. As we watch the trend lines in green building, the clear winners in 
construction will be those embracing the future of a greener, cleaner built environment. 
 
 
Q: Looking forward, what do you believe will be the next topics central to the 
conversation? 
 
Lionel Lemay, Senior Vice President, Nation Ready Mixed Concrete Association (NRMCA) 
Well, first off – if you are not at the table you will not be a part of the conversation. We 
have a responsibility to help bring people to the table and recommend strategies that 
ease adoption and break down perceived barriers. That means setting standards, 
establishing streamlined processes, providing industry association education and 
helping suppliers see the market advantage. 
 
Phil Williams, Vice President Sustainability and Technical Systems, Webcor Builders 
EPDs are just the tip of the ice. It’s about transparency and scalability, not judgment and 
exclusivity. The revamped Materials and Resources credits proposed in LEED v4 will 
create new opportunities not only through EPDs, but also through Corporate 
Responsibility Reports and Health Product Declarations. Well established in other 
industries, these metrics are starting to appear in the construction industry. These new 
methodologies will definitely be part of the new conversation. 
 
Hans-Erik Blogren, P.E. P. Eng., S.E., Associate and Structural Engineer, Arup 
As, Chris Luebkeman, our director for Foresight and Innovation has said, “The future is 
oversold and under imagined.” The new conversation takes our imagination and turns it 
into a reality.  The work being done by the Carbon Leadership Forum is paving a new 
path by which Structural Engineers will be able to quantifiably reduce the environmental 
impact of their designs.  To meet the objectives of a low carbon future, expanding 
beyond consideration of just materials, innovation at the building-system level will be 



required of us.  Each and every day, at Arup we are directing our conversation in this 
direction. 
 
Kate Simonen, RA, SE, LEED-AP Assistant Professor, Department of Architecture, 
University of Washington 
In less than three years we were able to ignite the conversation relative to concrete and 
other industries are making equally strong strides. Transparency and the need for 
science-based data have become the anchors to the new conversation. These concepts 
are now being met with many more. For example, operators are looking at how to 
harmonize processes with those in Europe. And the emergence of chemical disclosures 
is raising the level of attention being paid to HPDs. The bottom line is that the 
increasingly urgent need to reduce green house gas emissions and create a healthy built 
environment is driving a myriad of initiates and thought processes – including 
outcomes-based specs, material disclosure, product innovation, data driven 
methodologies and processes, industry champions, and new collaborations. I predict 
that more organizations like ours will emerge to advance this effort. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


