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Minimising and recycling waste – a major part of the sustainability challenge

By Robin Jeffery, on behalf of NARM, the National Association of Rooflight Manufacturers

The sustainability agenda offers significant but surmountable challenges for rooflight manufacturers.

Firstly members of the National Association of Rooflight Manufacturers recognise the need to offer clients products that help them meet their own legal requirements for the environment when undertaking a new project.  A key selling point to contractors is that insulated rooflights offer an attractive method of complying with the requirements of the recently introduced Energy Performance Certificates and Part L of the Building Regulations.  Where they are installed in housing developments, rooflights are also a good way of satisfying the new Code for Sustainable Homes.  In short, energy-saving rooflights with excellent heat-loss values simplify the challenge for the builder to satisfy the overall requirements.

On the regulatory front, matters have become even tighter recently with a requirement since April 2008 that all developers and contractors must have a site waste management plan for all construction projects worth more than £300,000.  

The plan should list the types of waste to be removed from the site and recommended good practice for contractors and sub-contractors includes purchasing strategies aimed at reducing waste.  Therefore product suppliers should be offering procurers packages that help them meet their obligations.  For example, the manufacturer should take responsibility for product disposal at end of service life.  This should involve a clear, traceable route for the recycling of the product at end of life.

Clients will also be happier if they know that a product has lower embedded carbon with elements of sustainable or recycled materials used within their production.  They might appreciate a product with a long service life built into their design to minimise replacement during the building’s service life.  Knowing that waste has been minimised in a product’s own manufacture will be an added bonus.   

Recycling waste from raw materials

To achieve that waste target, the challenge for small and medium sized roofing product manufacturers is the recycling of waste arising during the normal manufacturing process of primary materials.   When this involves a material like ground-up GRP, this will almost certainly require capital investment and new processing techniques leading to additional staff skills or additional staff.  After all, processing waste in the past was not a mainstream activity; it simply involved filling a skip. However, if waste is collected, processed to become a new virgin raw material in its own right and then a product use found for it, it acquires a tangible commercial value.  Finding the product use is the important issue which has to be resolved to ensure that waste targets can be met.

Similar to other investments, there has to be a sound business case for recycling in that the investment requires a clearly defined pay-back period. This requires the building industry to be receptive to receiving and paying for materials which either feature a recycled element or may involve the need for other manufacturing processes to be carried out by a third party to maximise the commercial value of the new raw material, for example in our sector’s case blending recycled GRP with concrete to enhance the performance of that material.

SME partnership

This is a new world for most SMEs and it may well make sense for suppliers to partner with each other to ensure full commercial benefit is gained by pooling their respective waste into one process.  Partnership can reduce production costs of the secondary product, improve its environmental credentials and reward the primary manufacture as well as reducing landfill and the costs associated with landfill.  This same scenario will apply to most materials used in all aspects of construction and the industry now needs to grasp the opportunity that is clearly before it.
As the majority of rooflights are manufactured using GRP, the issue of embedded carbon associated with polyester resin within the product is the next important challenge.  The industry may move to natural resins or other components that are recyclable and offer the flexibility of current composites.  

The motor industry has been led down the road of using renewable materials largely by the legislators in Brussels.  There is no question that legal requirements are playing their part in advancing sustainability in construction, but market forces are also an undeniable factor.  Clients simply won’t tolerate a lack of response on our part.

Robin Jeffery is Vice Chairman of Hambleside Danelaw Ltd, a member of NARM: the National Association of Rooflight Manufacturers
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Caption to photo: NARM member Hambleside Danelaw supplied rooflights for the ‘Gorilla Kingdom’ at ZSL London Zoo. This pioneering £5.3 million exhibit takes visitors into a natural rainforest environment, where they get closer than ever before to a group of western lowland gorillas.
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