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It has always been in the back of our minds as we continue creating, producing, and 
ideating those products that create culture.  We try to forget about it so we can 
continue on as industrial designers.  It has been touched on briefly here and there 
in our profession.  Yet never has the need for "Green Design" been brought home so 
clearly as in this year's IDSA COLLIDEoscope conference presentation by Ted Smith. 
We all sat there watching slack-jawed in amazement.  The images of polluted rivers 
and toxic smoke created by products we may have or will have a hand in creating, 
piled high in rivers and streets like a scene from Blade Runner.  Our clients were 
listed as some of the worst offenders.  Many felt like just ending it all right there. 
The feeling was "What can we do?  We want to help!  Our client's dollar is more 
important to them than a less cost effective, more green approach to their product!" 

How can we fight this problem without strict government legislation putting 
pressure on  businesses to be environmentally responsible for their products as in 
the car industry?  We have only begun to touch the surface with designing for green 
disassembly and with recycled materials. 

While, to date, there doesn't seem to be a clear cut approach for how to realistically 
and effectivelly empower our role as industrial designers to aide in this dilemma, we 
felt it was imperative to keep the conversation going and the wheels turning. In this 
issue of InCA, we wanted to provide some answers to these environmental issues for 
industrial designers but we just keep coming up with more questions....

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sincerely, 

Caroline Flagiello
1
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Letter from the editor

When considering topics for this 
issue, the general consensus was that 
we wanted an issue about the 
environment, a solution-based 
approach to the problem we are all 
aware of and grudgingly acknowledge 
our accomplice in.  But times here in 
the Bay Area are still tough and we 
expect the question, "I don't have a 
job, why should I care about the 
environment?"  

But a period of un- or under-
employment is a perfect time to 
rethink strategies, such as those 
concerning the environment.  In 
addition to retooling your portfolio 
and adding the latest skills to your 
repertoire, a knowledge of safe 
materials, cleaner processes and green 

success stories could be an asset to 
your career.

The truth is, changes are coming.  
Even though our own country may 
not be at the forefront of the 
environmental movement, pressure 
from international businesses and 
mounting cleanup costs make change 
a necessity, one that will happen 
sooner rather than later.  And when 
these changes happen, designers with 
specialized knowledge will be in 
demand.

I hope you enjoy and find valuable 
information in this issue of InCA.  As 
always, we welcome your comments 
and suggestions and hope you will 
share any news or discoveries of your 
own with us.

-Dani Malik
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Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition  (SVTC) and 
the International Campaign for Responsible 
Technology (ICRT) launched the Computer 
Take Back Campaign in order to establish 
extended producer responsibility, life cycle 
accountability and clean production within 
the high-tech industry in the US.  The goal 
of the Campaign is to protect the health of 
electronics users, workers, and the 
communities where electronics are 
produced and discarded by requiring 
consumer electronics manufacturers and 
brand owners to take full responsibility for 
the life cycle of the products, through 
effective public policy requirements or 
enforceable agreements.  We will 
accomplish this goal by establishing 
extended producer responsibility (EPR) as 
the policy tool to promote sustainable 
production and consumption of consumer 
electronics (all products with a circuit 
board).  The Campaign will focus first on 
establishing EPR for personal computers.  
EPR will improve the next generation of 
solid waste and toxic materials policy, 
promote the manufacture of cleaner 
computers and curb the flow of toxic 
electronic waste by pushing manufacturers 
to take responsibility for their waste, 
internalizing its cost in corporate bottom 
lines, and phasing out the use of the most 
hazardous materials.

Electronic waste (e-waste) is one of the 
most rapidly growing waste problems 
throughout the US.  According to the US 
Environmental Protection Agency, in 2000 
more than 4.6 million tons of e-waste ended 
up in US landfills.  This amount is 
projected to grow four-fold.  Heavy metals 
from e-waste already make up about 40% of 
those metals found in landfills.

US e-waste is being shipped to Asia where 
it is causing serious environmental and 
health problems. Some of the worst 
practices include the burning of the plastic 
coatings from cable and wires in order to 
“recycle” the copper inside, but in the 
process dioxins and furans are released 
from the burning of the bromine and 

The Challenges of
Producer Responsibility

in Electronics
     

continued >>

by Ted Smith
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<<

>> The high-tech electronics industry is now significantly globalized.  The components 
in our computers are built, assembled, used and trashed all over the world.  During the 
past 20 years, a wide range of production related health and environmental hazards 
have been identified and addressed in Silicon Valley.  Today, there’s a new threat:  the 
growing mounds of electronic waste created by rapid obsolescence and the industry’s 
throw-away culture.  

3
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chlorine in the plastics.  Women and 
children sort the wires by day and they are 
then burned by night.  Other plastic parts 
are also burned to retrieve the metals 
inside.

These practices have been documented in 
China, India, Pakistan, Korea and several 
other countries throughout Asia.  US 
brokers ship massive amounts of e-waste to 
Asia since they can make more money by 
export than is possible through “recycling” 
in the US.  Workers in the Chinese villages 
come in from the countryside where 
poverty is rampant and are paid about 
$1.50 per day to work in these operations.

The Computer Take Back Campaign 
Platform
In response to the growing e-waste 
problems in the US and because of the 
growing awareness that the US is lagging 
behind Europe and Japan, the Computer 
Take Back Campaign has been organized as 
a broad coalition of environmental, health, 
labor, recycling groups and local 
governments to address the issues.  They 
have developed a comprehensive platform 
that has three key goals:

1. Take it Back
• Producer Responsibility: Hold 
manufacturers/brand owners responsible 
for meeting specific goals for electronics 
recovery, reuse, and recycled content that 
are at least as stringent as goals adopted by 
the European Union, providing 
manufacturers with an incentive to finance 
the development of a convenient and 
effective collection, disassembly, reuse and 
recycling infrastructure
• Taxpayer Relief:  Shift financial 
responsibility off of taxpayer-funded 
collection, management and disposal 
programs that are already overburdened 
and under funded; in the short-term – in 
areas where no other collection opportunity 
exists – local programs should be 
authorized to charge-back manufacturers 
for the costs of managing their electronic 
devices

2. Make it Clean
• Toxics Use Reduction: Require 
manufacturers of consumer electronic 
devices to meet specific reduction goals and 
implement programs at least as stringent 
as those adopted by the European Union to 
phase down – and where feasible, phase out 
– the use of hazardous materials in their 
products

3. Recycle Responsibly
• Market Based Incentives: Require 
manufacturers to pay the net cost of 
collecting and recycling electronic devices 
(or the cost of proper disposal for devices 
that are not recyclable), providing 
manufacturers with an incentive to design 
products for recyclability, to develop 
markets for recycling, and to support 
public education about how consumers can 

The Challenges of
Producer Responsibility

in Electronics
     

continued >>
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<<

manage electronics at the end of their 
useful lives
• Right to Know: Require manufacturers to 
disclose hazardous constituents; at 
minimum, all electronic devices containing 
hazardous materials must be clearly labeled 
to identify environmental hazards and 
proper materials management
• Performance Standards: Establish 
meaningful and verifiable performance 
standards for electronics recycling 
companies, specifying responsible 
management practices, including bans on 
land filling, incinerating or exporting 
electronic waste
• Community Economic Development: 
Ensure that the recycling infrastructure 
promotes community economic 
development, including safe jobs at living 
wages

This platform has now been endorsed by 
hundreds of groups around the US and has 
served as the basis of a state-based 
legislative campaign that is beginning to 
take hold.  This past year, 20 states 
introduced legislation related to e-waste, 
and the California legislature passed the 
first two bills in the country.   Tellingly, all 
of the US electronics companies and their 
trade associations opposed the California 
legislation, with the exception of Apple 
Computer. 

Another tactic being used by the Computer 
Take Back Campaign is a corporate 
campaign to harness consumer pressure on 
computer companies, such as on college 
campuses. Working with socially 
responsible investors, and by organizing 

students to use their own buying power 
and to pressure their campuses, the 
Campaign is making progress at building 
public awareness and consumer education.  
Dell Computer Company has emerged as 
the Campaign’s chief target because they 
are the industry leader in market share but 
have consistently been ranked as a laggard 
in the Computer Report Card.  They and 
the other US companies have been asked to 
report to shareholders on the implications 
of complying with the WEEE directive in 
the US.  We have started a campus based 
website at www.toxicdude.com to promote 
this campaign.  

SVTC and CTBC have also been monitoring 
the developments in green design by the 
major computer manufacturers.  
Information for consumers about green 
design, eco-labeling, and products that are 
lead free, and halogen free are posted at 
http://svtc.org/cleancc.greendesign.index.
html.

References   
-Jim Pucket,, Ted Smith, et al, 2002, “Exporting 
Harm” http://www.svtc.org/cleancc/pubs/
technotrash.htm
-Michael Picker, Ted Smith, et al, “Poison PCs, 
Toxic TVs” http://www.svtc.org/cleancc/pubs/
poisonpc.htm

Ted Smith is Executive Director at Silicon 
Valley Toxics Coalition/ Campaign for 
Responsible Technology.   SVTC documented 
and exposed e-waste pollution in Asia in a 
recent report entitled “Exporting Harm” which 
was co-p    ublished with the Basel Action 
Network in 2002.  (www.stvc.org). 
tsmith@svtc.org 
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US computer and television manufacturers 
are preparing for a fundamental change in 
the way they conduct business. Electronic 
manufacturers have begun warming up to 
the idea of an acceptable obligatory 
national system for the collection of these 
products for recycling and waste 
treatment. Details of the system, including 
timeline for implementation, are being 
discussed within the National Electronics 
Product Stewardship Initiative (NEPSI). 
NEPSI has been discussing these matters 
for several years, and progress occurred in 
mid-2002. Recent events have spurred US 
manufacturers to warm up to the idea. 

The European Union directive on Waste 
Electrical and Electronic Equipment 
(WEEE) has moved ahead according to 
legislative schedule, despite efforts by 
international electronics companies and 
associates to block the law. The WEEE 
requires all electronic products with a 
battery or electrical plug in the EU to be 
collected and recycled starting 2008. Japan 
and other East Asian nations have also 
adopted electronic collection and recycling 
regimes.

Canadian provinces have adopted collection 
and recycling of consumer electrical and 
electronic equipment as part of a larger 
household waste collection program. 
Manitoba has adopted the collection system 
and other provinces are seriously 
discussing adopting similar systems that 
ban electronic products from being 
disposed of in the regular waste stream.

What will the emerging US 
e-waste recycling system 
mean for designers?

The State of California is the furthest along 
of the US States. California Governor, Gray 
Davis rejected a draft law that would 
require development of a new State agency 
to administer collection and recycling of E-
waste. In his response to the CA 
legislature, he proposed a system that 
would require manufacturers to play the 
financial link in collecting and recycling E-
waste, along the lines of the WEEE. He 
promises to sign such a law in 2003 (full 
letter below). 

These recent initiatives have spurred 
NEPSI stakeholders (including Industry, 
government, non-profit organizations and 
recyclers) to begin cooperating in resolving 
the difficult issues of such a system. 
According to Wayne Rifer, NEPSI 
participant,  ’There are several difficult 
issues to address, and the stakeholders are 
working cooperatively to resolve these 
issues’. The primary issues include the 
specifics of the finance system, the 
percentage goals of materials to be 
recycled, and the specific categories of 

Electronic recycling lines in Europe can 
disassemble more than 20 tons of e-waste per day.

E-Waste recycling <<
     

>> 

continued >>

by Phillip White
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products included in the system.  Currently 
the US discussion includes computers, 
monitors, televisions and computer 
peripherals. Cell phones and other 
electronic equipment are not now included, 
and the definition of ‘computer peripheral’ 
is still being defined.

Such collection and recycling systems are 
long overdue, and we designers pose a 
crucial question about these developing 
systems. Will the recycling regulations (in 
the EU, Asia or the US) give incentives to 
improve the ease of disassembly and 
recyclability of products and incentives for 
using recycled content in products and 
packaging? Or for using recycled content 
in products and packaging? 

If the evolving regulations and systems 
don’t give financial incentives to companies 
for making products faster (and therefore 

more profitable) to disassemble and recycle, 
then companies, despite the new collection 
system requirements, will not give the 
green light to designers to make 
disassembly fast and easy. That would be 
tragic, even though some folks see the 
collection system as the first step in an 
evolving process.

At a time when the national government 
retracts from environmental protection, 
skeptics say we will have to hold our breath 
another half decade before e-waste 
collection infrastructures materialize. 
Many participants in NEPSI, however, are 
more optimistic. We designers must remain 
informed in the midst of the process – and 
promote a recycling system that gives 
financial incentives for fast disassembly 
and high recycled content for housings and 
structural parts. So stay tuned – this story 
is just beginning.

E-Waste recycling <<

Philip White chairs the IDSA Environmental Responsibility Section. The section is currently developing 
an ecodesign curriculum, Oqala, which will be made available to North American design schools in 
September 2003. He is Principle of Orb Analysis for Design, a consultancy specializing in ecologically 
friendly product design in Portland, OR. www.orb-design.com.
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To the Members of the California State Senate: 
I am returning Senate Bill 1523 without my signature. However, I am willing to sign 

legislation that challenges industry to assume greater responsibility for the recycling and 
disposal of electronic waste.

I am very troubled by an increasing electronic waste pollution problem in California, as well 
as across our nation.  Local governments report increasing costs to handle, transport and 
recycle discarded electronic equipment. The amassing stockpile of obsolete and broken 
computer monitors and televisions grows daily.  I am equally disturbed that this dangerous 
cargo is being sent to underdeveloped nations exposing children to hazardous waste materials. 
I applaud the author's effort to address these problems.

However, I am concerned that this program is not the most efficient or cost effective 

>> From Governor Gray Davis issued in October 2002:

continued >>
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E-Waste recycling <<

approach for California.  This bill requires the state to hire 64 new people, at a time when the 
Legislature has directed the Administration to cut 7,000 positions.  Moreover, I believe that 
building a state bureaucracy to address this problem is not the best solution for managing 
electronic waste.  We should compel industry to solve this problem.

California has always been a global leader in the electronics industry.  I challenge the 
industry to lead the way and devise an innovative solution for the source reduction, recycling, 
and safe disposal of electronic waste.  Industry already has initiated several successful 
incentive programs that create a partnership between the consumer and the manufacturer.  I 
believe this would be a better model for California and would foster the concept of an 
environmentally sustainable electronic and technology industry and provides incentives to 
design products that are less toxic and more recyclable. Moreover, we simply must demonstrate 
our leadership and compassion by making sure that California's electronic waste is not 
irresponsibly sent to underdeveloped nations. 

The European Union is working on a program to assure that manufacturers maintain 
responsibility for the safe recycling of the products they produce.  I am encouraged by the 
product stewardship approach and believe this model, tailored to fit California's recycling and 
disposal infrastructure is worth pursuing.  California needs a comprehensive and innovative 
state law that partners with product manufacturers, establishes recycling targets, and provides 
for the safe recycling and disposal of electronic waste.  Setting environmental standards and 
providing manufacturers flexibility to meet them is the cornerstone of California's air quality 
laws and has generated a new generation of car emission reduction technologies and improved 
air quality for the public.  I am convinced we can do the same for electronic waste.

I strongly urge industry and other interested parties to rapidly devise a solution, in keeping 
with the goals I've articulated in this message.  There is no time to waste.  I believe California 
should have a new law next year.

I am asking my Secretary of the California Environmental Protection Agency to take a 
leadership role in working with the Legislature, government, industry, and stakeholders to 
create a successful California electronic waste program.  I am directing the Department of 
General Services to take steps to assure that the state purchases electronic products that 
minimize environmental impacts and that state electronic equipment is recycled using best 
available practices. 

Sincerely, 
GRAY DAVIS 

8



The first thing one notices upon diving into 
this book is the book itself: the paper is 
strangely smooth and uniformly white and 
its pages are thicker, more substantial.  We 
discover in the first chapter it is a synthetic 
text made of plastic resins and inorganic 
fillers,  resulting in a book that is durable, 
waterproof (I can confirm this after reading 
several chapters in the bathtub), non-toxic, 
and endlessly recyclable into other books or 
synthetic paper products.  After my initial 
negative reaction upon finding something 
organic replaced with plastic, I began to 
realize the genius and necessity of thinking 
like McDonough and Braungart in a 
modern world.  

The authors argue for the elimination of 
waste.  In nature, there is no waste.  For 
example, leaves that fall from a tree 
decompose to nourish the roots, soil and 
other organisms.  But in today’s 
consumption cycle, very little of a product 
is actually “consumed"; parts are used for a 
short time and then thrown "away".  

There lies the necessity for two streams of 
consumption, the biological metabolism and 
the technical metabolism.  Things that are 
in the natural world can travel a traditional 
cycle of use, decomposition and rebirth.  
Things within the technical stream can be 
equally nourishing and vital to that system, 
provided they stay within the stream.  
Materials and products are then created 
explicitly for their benefit to other parts of 
the stream.

Overall, Cradle to Cradle is a really 
insightful book, with many compelling 
examples of corporations that are doing 
things differently and better.  It challenges 
designers and creators of all stripes to 
radically rethink the existing inefficient 
cycle and replace it with something 
beautiful and worthwhile.

       -Dani Malik

Cradle to Cradle: Remaking 
the Way We Make Things
by William McDonough & 
Michael Braungart
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O2 is an international network of designers 
who are working to create sustainable 
design.  They have rejected the “granola” 
image of green design and advocate 
ecodesign that is sexy, creative and witty.  
O2 was founded by Niels Peter Flint in 
Copenhagen during the economic frenzy of 
the late eighties.  Since then, despite the 
economic recession of the early nineties, 
the group has grown into a huge global 
network with the Netherlands as the main 
hub.

The 02 web site is rich with information 
and useful links on ecodesign.  It’s divided 
into three main areas, people, ideas and 
sources. The idea section is divided into 
four categories: columns, cases, workshops 
and Factor 4.  Each category explores 
methods of creating sustainable design 
through alternative materials use, 
efficiency and changing human behaviors.  
The highlight of the idea section are the 
case studies of products that address issues 
of sustainability.  For example, Oakley’s 
watch the O-Engine uses a tiny flywheel 
rather than batteries to generate power. 
There’s also an alternative to the power 
hungry clothes dryer that uses solar power.  

Probably the strongest feature of the O2 
site is their sources section.  There’s a long 
list of books to choose from, with the usual 
eco classics like The Green Imperative and 
more obscure books like Sustainable 
Solutions, which presents case studies of 
sustainable design done in the UK.  Within 
the links subsection you’ll find more 
interesting resources for materials 
(www.biopolymer.net), concepts and case 
studies.                      

-Gisela Schmoll

>> O2 Website   www.o2.org

>> 
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So many lectures given by activists leave me feeling like I had better commit suicide now 
and get it over with.  After all, we are destroying the environment, creating a 
dysfunctional society and war rages in numerous spots on the planet.  Kalle Lasn had 
the opposite effect, he left me feeling empowered.

Kalle lectured humorously about his usual pet peeves - automobiles, the fashion industry 
and our consumer culture - while provocative images were displayed.  Throughout his 
lecture he returned to the theme that designers are manufacturers of culture. We create 
the images people see, the products people use, the buildings where people work and live.  
Kalle felt that designers are culpable for much of the damage to our physical and social 
environment.  He encouraged designers to take a more psychological rather than 
commerical approach to design.  For example, when designing a faucet, instead of just 
thinking about form and function, designers could design faucets that challenge the end 
user to think about their water consumption.  

Kalle Lasn started his career as a documentary film-maker, later becoming a social and 
media critic.  His magazine, Adbusters, pokes fun at our consumer culture with articles 
and thought provoking images, and has been championing such events as Buy Nothing 
Day and TV Turn Off Week. More information about Adbusters can be found on their web 
site at www.adbusters.org.     -GS

Talent is Not Enough: Career Strategies
Shel  Perkins
CCAC Timken Lecture Hall Sept. 25, 2002

This was the first in a series of workshops presented by IDSA/sf that addresses career 
strategies and business skills for designers.  As a designer with a decade of work behind 
me, I anticipated that this lecture would be more appropriate for the students or recent 
graduates in the audience. I was quite mistaken.  During the first half of the lecture 
Shel covered all the obvious basics such as a cover letter, resume and thank-you letter,, 
along with little gems of information such as networking tips or web site hosting.  

The second part of his lecture focused on becoming a freelancer.  Essentially, being a 
freelancer is the same as being self-employed, at least as far as legal and tax issues are 
concerned.  Shel presented these complex issues in a simple, engaging manner.  The 
best part of the lecture was the 40-page handout that summarized his lecture, listed 
numerous web sites, and was filled with more detailed information on job hunting.    -GS

>> 

Cuture Jam: Kalle Lasn Breaks the Media Trance
Kalle Lasn, founder and editor-in-chief of Adbusters Magazine
SFMOMA Nov. 17, 2002

>>

past>>Present>>future
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Shel will be discussing strategies for successful businesses including exit strategies and 
financial management, with Gerard Furbershaw of Lunar and other guests.   Purchase 
tickets through at AIGA 415/626-6008 in advance.
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Shel will discuss the intracacies of legal issues related to designers, covering topics such 
as how to retain control over your designs and how to avoid lawsuits.   Linda Joy 
Kattwinkel of Owen, Wickersham & Erickson will be present to explain designers' rights 
and responsibilities.  Purchase tickets through AIGA at 415/626-6008 or at the door.
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>>future>>future>>future>>future>>future>>f

Talent is Not Enough: Business Basics
Shel  Perkins
CCAC Timken Lecture Hall  Nov 15, 2002
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>> 

Talent is Not Enough: Legal Issues for Designers
Shel  Perkins
IDEO/sf, Wednesday January 29  7-10pm

>>

Talent is Not Enough: Managing Large Firms
Shel  Perkins
Dogpatch Studios 3rd Floor, Saturday February 22 10am-4pm

>>

Designers have the best stuff.  Unload yours and sift through other designers' treasures 
in what we hope will become an annual event.  Watch your mailbox for an official date.

Students show their best work and portfolios to professionals in the afternoon.  Food, 
drink, and music served up in the evening.

Student Mixer
CCAC, March or April

>>

Designer's Swap Meet
Location TBD, March

>>

past>>Present>>future

This jam-packed lecture covered the essentials of starting and maintaining a 
successful industrial design office.  The emphasis was on contract work, with 
tips on marketing, pricing, project planning and tracking, financial 
management, and becoming a business entity.

One of the most interesting topics that recurred throughout the lecture was 
when and if a freelancer should take the steps to become an incorporated 
business.  Designers looking to make  this type of transition need to consider a 
variety of factors: the additional money needed for setup of a company, the 
complexity and taxation rates of the various business formats (sole proprietor, 
limited liability company, etc.), and the liability protection gained by 
incorporation.     -DM 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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>> A biobased economy is rapidly taking root, with massive investments being 
made by companies in a wide range of sectors to produce products or use 
materials derived from plants instead of petrochemicals. The growing success of 
biobased products can be traced to a small army of companies, activists, 
scientists, and others who for years have been laying the groundwork.

continued >>

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Context
This emerging wave of products and 
materials aligns with a variety of 
environmental and economic trends. 
Biobased products have the potential to 
give productive life to the millions of 
tons of agricultural waste that 
currently is burned or landfilled -- and 
to boost the agricultural sector, 
especially for the millions of small-scale 
farmers in both developed and 
developing countries. As alternatives to 
products derived from wood-fiber or 
petroleum, biobased products may help 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions while 
saving trees and oil for purposes for 
which there are not yet substitutes.
 
Key Players
 • Forestry and pulp and paper 
companies, who are seeing biobased 
products increasingly substituting for 
conventional tree-based ones. 
• Chemical manufacturers, who are 
developing alternatives to petroleum-
based solvents and other 
petrochemicals. 
• The construction sector, which has a 
growing number of biobased building 
materials at its command. 
• Plastics manufacturers, which are 
developing new materials made from 

plant fibers.
• Environmental cleanup companies, 
which are using plants' natural ability 
to pull heavy metals and other toxins 
from the soil, breaking them down into 
less-harmful components, at hundreds 
of toxic sites.

Getting Down to Business
New biobased developments seem to 
emerge weekly, promising products and 
materials that boast admirable 
performance characteristics while being 
safer for both people and the 
environment. A sampling: 
• Ford Motor Co. contracted with Kafus 
Environmental Industries in 1999 to 
develop and produce natural-fiber 
composites for use in automobile 
interiors. 
• Crane & Co. was awarded a contract to 
provide the U.S. Treasury with "tree-
free" currency paper made from 75% 
recovered cotton and 25% flax. 
• Producers Renewable Products, a 
small company created by a group of 
Midwest farmers, sells a line of 
biobased cleaning products: a glass and 
surface cleaner, an all-purpose cleaner, 
a tub and tile cleaner, and a deodorizing 
pine cleaner, among others. 

 

Biobased Products <<
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continued >>

The Upside
Biobased products offer a variety of 
benefits to companies. Among them: 
• Reduced emissions. Biobased products 
that reduce reliance on petrochemicals 
mean fewer emissions into the air and 
water, potentially lessening the 
environmental liability of the user. 
• Reduced health impacts. Most 
biobased chemicals and solvents emit 
fewer toxic fumes that can harm 
workers and those living near facilities, 
potentially cutting health claims or 
insurance premiums. 
• Reduced costs. Because they require 
less protective equipment and cleanup, 
biobased products may reduce 
operating costs. 
• Increased societal benefits. Biobased 
products made from agricultural stock 
can provide income to small-scale 
farmers while reducing the 
environmental impacts of burning or 
otherwise disposing of agricultural 
waste. 
• Increased environmental benefits. 
These include saving forests, 
minimizing emissions of carbon dioxide 
and other gases associated with climate 
change, and reducing reliance on 
petroleum and other fossil fuels. 

Reality Check
Biobased products are not suitable for 
every need and may have other 
downsides, including: 
• Increased costs. Some biobased 
products may carry a premium price, 
largely because they are made in 

smaller quantities than conventional 
products. 
• Specification barriers. Companies 
manufacturing products with military 
or other detailed specifications may not 
be able to substitute biobased products. 
Also, building codes may not permit the 
use of some biobased products. 
• Incompatibility. Biobased products 
may not be compatible with existing 
machines or processes and their use 
could have impacts up and down the 
manufacturing line. 
• Availability. Some biobased products 
may not yet be available in reliable 
quantities for large-scale use.

Action Plan
Companies considering biobased 
products should weigh the following: 
• Identify biobased products that may 
be suitable for use in your company. 
Obtain samples, spec sheets, and other 
information about their formulation 
and use. If possible, obtain references of 
other customers, ideally those in 
companies similar to yours. 

Biobased Products <<
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• Involve others. Discuss potential 
products with others who will be 
affected by their use, such as those in 
R&D, product design, manufacturing 
operations, facility management, 
marketing, and sales. Discuss their 
concerns and seek to address them 
through additional research with 
product manufacturers and others in 
your industry. 
• Innovate. Determine if there are ways 
to overcome barriers to the use of 
biobased products by redesigning 
products or systems in a way that may 
provide additional benefits: reduced 
costs, reduced toxic liability, improved 
quality, increased customer 
satisfaction, and the like. 
• Experiment. If it is not possible or 
desirable to switch entirely to a 
biobased product, determine whether 
there are opportunities to create small-
scale tests that can help determine a 
product's suitability and reliability in 
your operation. That can help build 
confidence and credibility and establish 
a business case for making a larger-
scale shift to biobased products. 

Leads
• Carbohydrate Economy Clearinghouse 
(612-379-3815), a program of the 
nonprofit Institute for Local Self-
Reliance, is a one-stop shop for news 
and information on biobased products. 
• New Uses Council , a nonprofit group 
dedicated to commercializing "new 
industrial, energy, and nonfood 
consumer uses of renewable 
agricultural, forestry, and livestock 
products." 
• Biobased Industrial Products: 
Priorities for Research and 
Commercialization by Committee on 
Biobased Industrial Products, National 
Research Council, this book outlines the 
benefits of biobased industrial materials 
over the petroleum-based products 
widely in use today. From necessary 
raw materials to processing 
technologies to products currently on 
the market, the book offers decision-
makers the information they need to 
make the switch to biobased.

The Bottom Line
There are enormous opportunities with 
biobased products for companies to 
impact the so-called "triple bottom line," 
by improving operations while 
benefiting both people and the 
environment. Early adapters may gain 
an advantage by gaining experience 
with these products while locking in 
still-limited supplies.

Reprinted with permission from GreenBiz.com: 
The Resource Center on Business, the 
Environment, and the Bottom Line 
(www.GreenBiz.com). © Green Business 
Network. All rights reserved.
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