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Editor's note: Brows e the January is s ue of EDC, the official magazine for the LEED
Profes s ional - and preview the piece "Life Cycle & LEED" by Joel Ann Todd below.
Sign up today to get your free digital edition of EDC.
Since its inception, the LEED Green Building Rating Sys tem has been bas ed on
one overriding goal: To reduce negative environmental and human health impacts
of the built environment by promoting innovation and trans forming the
marketplace. USGBC believes the built environment can be us ed as a pos itive
force in our communities and for the planet as a whole. With each new vers ion of
LEED, the s cope of the environmental and human health impacts addres s ed by
the rating s ys tems has grown as our unders tanding of thes e is s ues and their
interrelations hips has deepened.
LEED v4, the propos ed vers ion of LEED s cheduled for member ballot in mid-2013,
continues that upward momentum by calling on all profes s ions within the building
indus try to us e the bes t practices and materials available and to keep pus hing
the envelope to find new and better ways to improve our built environment.
Nowhere is that clearer than in the propos ed Materials and Res ources (MR) credit
additions and changes .
Why propos e s uch s ignificant changes ? Firs t, the materials we us e to cons truct
our homes and workplaces have impacts that reach far beyond the building its elf
—they are important. Many of the energy and environmental impacts of buildings
comes from the materials us ed to cons truct them. In fact, it takes 20 to 30 years
for the energy and emis s ions from building operations to outpace the embodied
energy and emis s ions from the materials and cons truction of a building,
according to the 2030 Challenge for Products . And energy us e is jus t one of the
negative impacts of the extraction, manufacturing, material ingredients ,
trans portation and other life-cycle s teps of building materials .
Second, we need better metrics for materials within LEED. LEED has always
encouraged us e of “environmentally preferable” materials through credits in the
Materials and Res ources category. Throughout the las t decade, project teams
have driven demand for more s us tainable products and fos tered market-driven
innovation in the building products indus try. From res pons ibly harves ted wood to
green cleaning products , the progres s has been s ignificant. Thes e credits have
us ed a common formula s ince LEED was introduced into the market—rewarding
the us e of products that perform well on a s pecific criterion, s uch as recycled
content. But while thes e attributes are valuable, they only tell part of the s tory. A
product could perform very well on one attribute but far lower on others . The
LEED v4 approach paints a more complete picture of materials and products ,
enabling project teams to make more informed decis ions that will have greater
overall benefit for the environment, human health and our communities , while
als o encouraging manufacturers to improve their products through innovation.
And finally, as the market that LEED has addres s ed trans forms , USGBC believes
it is time to expand the convers ation about materials in new directions . The
market is ready for this expans ion. Life-cycle approaches to as s es s ment of
materials have been available s ince the 1990s . Life-cycle thinking addres s es
major environmental impacts throughout the complete life cycle of a product,
from extraction of raw materials , the proces s ing of thos e materials ,
manufacturing of the product, trans portation, us e and final dis pos al, reus e or
recycling. In Europe and a few other parts of the world, manufacturers ,
regulators , s pecifiers and cons umers in many fields have us ed life-cycle
information to improve their product s elections and product environmental
profiles . Until recently, the U.S. was not able to s upport wide-s cale us e of life-

cycle thinking due to lack of data and tools . Now, however, the USGBC s ees a
growing number of manufacturers that are ready to document and publicly
dis clos e the environmental profiles of their products , as well the emergence of
programs to as s is t manufacturers in this effort and to enable us ers to eas ily
unders tand the res ults .
Introducing Life-Cycle Thinking
Under LEED v4, project teams will find credits that s upport a life-cycle approach in
their des igns and building material choices , deliver improved performance, and
provide for the mos t res ource-efficient building overall and over time. Life-cycle
thinking means that the entire life cycle of a product s hould be examined, the
proces s es and cons tituents identified, and the impacts of thos e proces s es and
cons tituents as s es s ed—both ups tream, from the point of manufacturing or us e
toward raw materials extraction, and downs tream, from that point toward end of
life. This type of thinking is s ometimes called “cradle to grave” to illus trate the
inclus ion of the whole life cycle, or “cradle to cradle” to emphas ize recycling and
reus e at the end of life rather than dis pos al.
Life-cycle as s es s ment (LCA) is a methodology for implementing life-cycle thinking.
LCA methods have been developed by international s tandard-s etting
organizations and include rigorous requirements to ens ure data quality,
comparability and objectivity. LCA is data-intens ive and generally requires a
trained profes s ional. LEED v4 is not as king project teams to conduct LCAs , to
become LCA experts or to hire LCA experts . Ins tead, the propos ed MR credits are
s imilar in many ways to previous credits for the project team—for example,
ins tead of obtaining certification of recycled content from a manufacturer, the
project team now will reques t an Environmental Product Declaration (EPD) or
another approved form of reporting that dis clos es the required LCA-bas ed
information. USGBC is as king product manufacturers to gather life-cycle
information on their products if they are not already doing s o as part of their
product development and innovation proces s , and to dis clos e relevant portions of
that information in s tandard formats .
Life-cycle thinking als o encourages us ing les s materials and more efficient us e of
materials . In addition to awarding credits for reus e of all or part of an exis ting
building, LEED v4 now allows project teams to us e a whole building LCA to
optimize decis ions on s tructure and envelope. It provides the mos t points for
reus e to account for the large environmental—and, in many cas es , economic and
s ocial—benefits as s ociated with reus e s trategies . When reus e is not pos s ible,
projects are rewarded for us ing les s material while maintaining building function,
durability and reducing environmental impact.
Life-cycle as s es s ment and various forms of Environmental Product Declarations
do not addres s all environmental and human health impacts adequately.
Therefore, LEED v4 includes credits that are intended to better addres s human
and ecological health impacts of material extraction and the human health effects
of cons tituents us ed in the product life cycle.
The new LEED rating s ys tem will encourage product manufacturers to begin with
dis clos ing information about a variety of product attributes , which will influence
the indus try’s material s elections and lead to more s us tainable products in the
marketplace. And, it will give project teams the tools and information to enable
them to make product s elections that are optimized acros s a broad range of
impacts .
USGBC Strategies
Us e of life-cycle thinking and the expanded approach propos ed in LEED v4
requires reporting or dis clos ure of information, as well as tools for comparative
evaluation of materials and products . Reporting allows for evaluation and
comparis on, which enables preferential s election, which drives further innovation
to create more competitive products with improved profiles .
Encourage More Reporting and Disclosure
Specifying better materials is impos s ible without an unders tanding of what goes
into the products thems elves . The life-cycle approach to MR credits provides
incentives for project teams to s pecify products from manufacturers that provide
a product’s full backs tory.
“Jus t like nutrition labels in the grocery s tore, project teams want to know what’s
in the building products they are us ing,” s ays Brendan Owens , vice pres ident of
LEED, USGBC. “By providing this information, innovative manufacturers will gain a
competitive advantage in the market, as they will be differentiated from ‘bus ines s
as us ual’ manufacturers .”
Both project teams and manufacturers benefit from the availability of good
information in the marketplace. Project teams can improve their product choices
to minimize negative impacts and encourage manufacturers to s trive toward
improving their production practices or highlighting their bes t-in-clas s
innovations .
Product manufacturers that report on the environmental, human and ecological
health impacts of their products demons trate market leaders hip. With time,
markets are expected to function more effectively and freely through the open
s haring of this information.
Read the res t of this piece in EDC magazine >>
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