Minutes from the Ecodesign conference in Lyon, 28 September 2006

Wales backs ecodesign

Wales is counting on ecodesign to give its SMEs a competitive edge, the idea being to extend this approach as far as possible over the next 15 years. And results are already being achieved, for example with Tinylab™, a chemical analysis system developed by Riochem™.

Can a small company with a limited budget, working in the field of instrumentation, do ground-breaking work that incorporates ecodesign? Dr Sohail Hajatdoost, the head of Riochem™, was sceptical when, in 2002, he met Dr Frank O'Connor of Design Wales, which is funded by the Welsh authorities to promote ecodesign. But Frank won him over: "I talked to him about the need to look at the environmental aspects of new products right from the word go, and about our partnership programme, which is tailored to the needs of small firms." Riochem™ signed up for 18 months of eco-system coaching by Design Wales, and this enabled it to acquire some necessary skills: "We helped them to bring focus to their vision of the project, to draw up a rigorous development schedule, and to look in detail at the product's life cycle." The choice of materials, their potential for recycling and their future utilisation were investigated, in terms of who was to take charge of the product at the end of its useful life, who was to reprocess it, etc. Right from the launch date, all those concerned – suppliers, manufacturers, designers and end-users – were brought into the picture, and the role of each individual was clearly defined. The result was that when Tinylab™ went on sale, it proved to be totally in phase with the requirements of the market. Using reusable cartridges to make reliable on-site measurements, it is practical, robust, stylish and eco-friendly. It has been awarded a "design Oscar".

	Dr Frank O'Connor now runs the Ecodesign Centre Wales which has been set up to deliver the Welsh ecodesign initiative on behalf of the Welsh Assembly Government. He avoids abstruse terminology when talking about ecodesign. It is "simply good design. If you get into too many complications when explaining the concept to people, the message doesn't come across. You have to keep it simple."




http://www.designwales.org
Electrolux looks at end-users from every angle

The Swedish group Electrolux, which intends to make fridges that use less energy, washing machines that use less water, and vacuum cleaners that make less noise, is filming the way consumers use its products.

The group's designers are not often to be seen in their offices! Being primarily interested in finding out how their products are actually used, they spend their time doing just that. And their observations need to be detailed. The object is to bring to light people's "little ways", if necessary by filming them. The results are always interesting, and sometimes surprising – one woman claimed to be "a really good cook" despite the fact that she only set foot in her kitchen once every couple of months! "This kind of observation is very important", says Thomas Johansson, Design Director of Global Floor Care and Light Appliances, "given that there are lots of differences between individuals." Empirical data can give rise to new products that will facilitate the lives of consumers and advance the cause of ecodesign. "If we identify the factors that have an impact on our products, we will be able to do a better job in every respect." Electrolux has long been interested in energy efficiency, and has made substantial progress in this field. The performance of its washing machines (wash cycle time, temperature, etc.) has been improved, so that they consume less water and detergent. And the energy consumption of its fridges has been halved over the last 15 years! Issues of recycling and size are paramount at every stage in the design process: "We are constantly trying to reduce volume, because this is a way of cutting down on the amount of raw materials required, and also the amount of waste that has to be recycled." The company gives a high priority to ecological considerations. In fact, one of its major ambitions is to come up with a washing machine that uses no water at all! And a breakthrough has already been achieved in the removal of dirt, using negative ions. All that now remains to be done is to find a way of removing tenacious stains!

	A world leader in electrical goods

• household appliances: ovens, cookers, vacuum cleaners, fridges, etc.

• 50 million units a year

• 50,000 employees

• an integrated design department with a staff of 140


The "cradle-to-cradle" approach: a way of going still further

The "cradle-to-cradle" approach to ecodesign draws its inspiration from nature, which recycles matter indefinitely! Products need to be serially reutilisable, and to be moving in the direction of zero pollution.

"Conceptualising" the new product beyond its initial life is one of the fundamental principles of the "cradle-to-cradle design" approach taken by Alain Rivière of the EPEA agency.

The application of this method means that a firm must change its thinking processes when designing a new product. Right at the "cradle" stage, the designer must already be giving some thought to the modalities of the product's subsequent "return to the cradle", by:

• looking at components from the standpoint of constant reutilisation, "just like nature, which produces only recyclable waste products";

• taking into account the context in which the product is to be used, and the fact that waste is a potential new raw material;

• studying the properties of materials over time;

• calculating, as precisely as possible, the environmental impact of the new product at the end of its life cycle. How long will it take to bio-degrade? How will the process occur? What kind of toxicity will there be?

Many firms have not yet taken such steps: "We still know too little about the kinds of pollution our products generate. We don't know how to go about tackling the problem." The "cradle to cradle" approach introduces a number of innovative ideas with regard to the elimination of waste. But it also makes economic sense, since "what formerly generated costs may in the future generate profits."

A broad range of eco-solutions

EPEA, founded by Michael Braungart*, provides industry with innovative ecodesign ideas. It starts out from a precise analysis. What, for example, are the weaknesses of the materials used? Can a given product be composted? Etc. EPEA transposes principles from nature to industrial processes in a variety of areas, including cosmetics, textiles, packaging and footwear.

For one Swiss home fabrics firm, the agency came up with a way of turning waste materials into garden products.

It has also worked with a tee-shirt maker to develop a product that can be recycled through composting, and has helped a manufacturer of floor-coverings to recycle textile products.

Two of its technicians spent 5 years working with a community in Brazil on a waste water recycling project.

Hermann Miller is aiming at "zero waste" by 2020

This major American office furniture manufacturer, located in Zeeland, Michigan, is a paragon of sustainable development: some of its products are already 96% recyclable. But it wants to go further still, and has almost 400 people working on the development of non-obsolescent products.

At Hermann Miller, the environment is taken seriously. This is a world-class office furniture maker, and in the construction of its new production facility all the environmental aspects of the question were given careful consideration. Conventional air conditioning was replaced by a circulating air system, and the floors were covered with recyclable carpeting. Only half of the site was actually built on, the other half being given over to wild flowers. In order to reduce transport-related pollution, materials were procured in the surrounding area. The staff was encouraged to bike to work, and was provided with showers. Better still, when the ventilation shafts of the new building were invaded by wasps, "chemical" solutions were avoided. Instead, 15 beehives were brought in. And the idea turned out to be a good one: the bees saw off the wasps! But Hermann Miller, with 6,000 employees and a turnover of $1.7 bn, is not a new recruit to environmentalism. Sustainable development was a vital issue for D.J. DePree, who founded the group in 1923*. Today, more than 80 years on, Hermann Miller's "sustainable development" department has a staff of almost 400, and the group is a pioneer in environmental matters. An important step forward was taken in 1994, when the Aeron chair was put on the market: "We wanted it to last as long as possible, and so we totally changed our approach. This model opened up considerable possibilities for progress in the field of materials." The 2003 launch of the Mirra chair was another significant move, following 3 years of development, working with the Berlin design agency 7.5**. The different participants were fully integrated into the process, and sub-contractors were chosen (or not) on the basis of their environmental attitudes, but also those of their suppliers. The group even persuaded its polypropylene suppliers to change their formulation. The result of all this is that over recent years Hermann Miller's chairs have become more and more recyclable: 85%, then 90%, and, for the Mirra chair, 96%! The group also won a gold medal for a chair that can be recycled – 60 times! As Alain Froger puts it: "Non-obsolescence is still the best way of protecting the environment".

* See Michael Braungart and William McDonough, Cradle to Cradle, North Point Press, 2002.


* DePree also understood the importance of design, and he was employing designers as early as the 1930s!


** � HYPERLINK "http://www.seven5.com" ��www.seven5.com�
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