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Sustainable products initiative: the EU cornerstone
for sustainable products?

Shifting to sustainable production and consumption patterns
Is a key environmental challenge for the decades ahead. The
figures speak for themselves. In 2020, despite the COVID-19
pandemic putting the global economy on pause for months
on end, Earth Overshoot Day - the day on which humanity’s
resource consumption for the year exceeds Earth’s capacity
to regenerate - was reached on 22 August, almost a month
faster than in the previous few years." Estimates show that by
2050, three entire planets” worth of natural resources would
be needed to sustain our current lifestyles.? The European
Union aims to end the current ‘take-make-dispose’ model
with its upcoming Sustainable Products Initiative (SPI), a flag-
ship initiative of the EU Circular Economy Action Plan planned
for adoption in early 2022.3

BENDING THE LINEAR ECONOMY

The EU has been working on product policy for more than 20
years, developing tools and sector-specific legislation to drive
innovation towards products with lower environmental im-
pacts. Based on a review of the highly successful Ecodesign
Directive, the SPI will seek to raise the bar on products to
make them sustainable by design and gradually remove the
worst performers from the market. The EU Commissioner
for Environment, Virginijius Sinkevicius, wants the SPI to be
an “ambitious tool that makes a difference”, kicking off a race
to the top for products on the European market, while having
a positive knock-on effect globally.

Defining ‘sustainable’

Sustainable products are those that enable us to dramatically
cut our material footprint and promote well-being within the
Earth’s carrying capacity. They should act as enablers for
sustainable consumption patterns and allow for a regener-
ative economy. A comprehensive approach is essential, in
particular addressing sourcing, design, production, multiple
use and reuse cycles as well as end-of-life recycling.

‘Sustainability” means that short-lived, single-use, unfixable
and toxic products become a thing of the past. Therefore,
recyclability labeling on products should in no way be seen
as demonstrating a company’'s commitment to sustainability
but merely an indication of how to best dispose of a product.
In fact, guaranteeing recyclability is the very least companies
should be doing.
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Making investments count

Letting go of the ‘take-make-dispose’ model requires con-
siderable investments in reverse logistics (i.e. operations
linked to reuse of products and materials) and related infra-
structure as well as new alternative and circular business
models based on sharing, product as a service or leasing
systems. In short, truly sustainable alternative business mod-
els are needed. Finally, when it comes to protecting natural
resources, sufficiency remains the most valuable strategy
irrespective of how circular a business may be. We should not
demand new products without a clearly defined need.

Consumption is an integral part of the debate. No matter how
sustainable the products are, they will still impact our natural
capital if they are produced in ever-growing quantities. This is
why making sustainable products the norm cannot be disso-
ciated from having an appropriate monitoring system in place
to ensure our material and consumption footprint is actually
reduced. As a matter of fact, the EU is set to update its Circu-
lar Economy Monitoring Framework and develop further indi-
cators on resource use, including consumption and material
footprints, in light of the introduction of the SPI. Such indica-
tors can be useful to show the environmental benefits of any
new measures enacted on production, potentially laying the
ground for further and more upstream regulatory action to
tackle impacts of unsustainable production and consumption.

BENDING THE LINEAR ECONOMY

Towards a comprehensive policy framework

A well-functioning policy framework for sustainable products
should have the circular economy hierarchy at its core. It
needs to enable measures relating to sufficiency and preven-
tion; for example, banning the destruction of unsold goods

or setting material footprint targets.** Incentives need to be
created to encourage businesses to adopt circular models
and more localized production.

Greenwashing and unsustainable commercial practices need
to be addressed. Vulnerable populations, including workers,
need to be protected from exposure to hazardous chemicals.
The EU’s SPI will be a key milestone to sustainable resource
use but is not the endgame. Dedicated sector-specific leg-
islation, including complementary social considerations on
product requirements, will be instrumental. The SPI could be
an excellent kick-starter for a more responsible approach to
resource use. It should be closely followed by an entire range
of policy measures to ensure well-being within planetary
boundaries. The EU is about to lay the first stone to make
sustainable products the norm but there is a long way to go.
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