
This question is not unique to aluminium.
Plastics and carton/paper are competitors
to aluminium in the packaging sector and
they are successfully promoting a
sustainable message. 

The timber and wood products sector
introduced sustainable forestry practices
over fifteen years ago by developing a
sustainable production Standard, with
third party certification. Both FSC (Forest
Stewardship Council) and PEFC (The
Programme for the Endorsement of Forest
Certification) are now recognised and
trusted brands. Sustainable production,
together with an established recycling
infrastructure for packaging, adds weight
to the messages of ‘naturalness’ and
‘reusability’, which appeal to consumers.
Entirely recycled paper is also widely
available and complements the overall
image of a sustainable and
‘environmentally friendly’ product. 

The plastics packaging industry has
started the process much more recently.
Bio-based products are being developed,
both entirely new and ‘drop-in’, targeted
at consumer products. Higher costs of the
drop-in products relative to fossil based
material) and market barriers for the new
products have limited uptake so far.
Actions taken to exempt some bio-based
packaging from a recently announced tax
on one-use supermarket carrier bags may
provide a much-needed impetus in Europe.
Sustainability Schemes developed to
ensure sustainable production of biofuels
are now being applied to these materials. 

Key stakeholders in the aluminium value
chain are working on such a global scheme
for all actors in the aluminium supply
chain, with the publication of a draft
Standard expected early in 2014 -

www.aluminium-stewardship.org
This article focuses on what the

experience of these other industries can tell
us about how any Sustainability Standard
for aluminium should be implemented to
maximise its chances of success. There are
key lessons to be learned. Industry will also
want to know how much it is going to cost
them to implement a Sustainability
Scheme and whether they will get a direct
return on this investment. 

What is a Sustainability Scheme?
A Sustainability Scheme has at its heart a
Standard for production of the raw
material and its further processing.
Principles and criteria are drawn up by a
group of stakeholders to encapsulate best
practice in production and processing.
Minimising primary and secondary
environmental impacts are key principles.
Some Standards focus on workers’ rights
and impacts on stakeholders outside the
immediate facility, but this is not universal.
Common elements that are present in
existing Sustainability Schemes are the
following;

� Water, soil and air quality management;
� Energy saving and minimisation of 

greenhouse gas emissions;
� Protection of highly bio-diverse areas 

and high carbon stock land;
� Workers’ rights and safety;
� Land rights and legality;
� Local food security; 
� Business efficiency;
� Recycling and waste minimisation.

The Sustainability Scheme encompasses
the mode of application of the Standard.
Some have a prescribed method of

implementation; others allow a more
flexible approach. The aim of the Scheme
is to bring all participants to the same
minimum level or beyond. 

Lessons learned from other sectors
The first outcome is that competing
Sustainability Schemes in a sector are often
set-up by different stakeholders. There are
NGO supported Schemes, industry led
Schemes and sometimes government
supported Schemes. NGO supported
schemes normally include outside
stakeholder involvement and a certain level
of transparency and scrutiny. This is
politically difficult in some countries or
industries, which has resulted in the
development of industry or government
supported Schemes without these
requirements. 

Where production is in a country with
robust labour, safety, environment and
land ownership laws then a country
specific, often government supported,
Sustainability Scheme is set up as an ‘add-
on’ to state laws. This approach allows
local production to become accepted as
‘sustainable’ quickly and with the
minimum of extra administration.

Thus alternative and competing schemes
with different levels of requirements have
been launched, which results in complexity
for suppliers, who may be asked by
customers to comply with more than one
Sustainability Scheme. Although some
recognition between Sustainability
Schemes can be negotiated, there are
significant advantages to having one,
widely accepted Sustainability Scheme
from the start.  

The key to early and widespread
adoption of a newly launched
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Sustainability Schemes: What can
aluminium learn from other sectors?
Aluminium is increasingly being used as a lighter weight alternative to other metals in vehicles and
aircraft. Key to its appeal is that lightweight equals better fuel efficiency and so lower greenhouse gas
emissions. For ‘short life’ applications like packaging, the indefinite recyclability of aluminium is an
advantage and many countries already achieve high recycling rates. But the production of aluminium is
energy intensive, with the potential for high greenhouse gas emissions and other environmental
impacts. How can the industry present the advantages of aluminium to consumers, whilst at the same
time ensuring that production and fabrication are carried out in the most sustainable way?
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Sustainability Scheme is ease of
implementation. As mentioned above, the
aim of a Sustainability Scheme is to bring
all participants to the same minimum level.
Some producers may be at or better than
this level. There is a compromise to be
struck on where the bar is set. If it is too
high then very few producers will be able
to achieve it initially. There is also a
variation in the time allowed for
participants to attain this level. Some
Schemes insist on 100% of the Standard to
be achieved from the start. Others allow a
lower level of compliance in the beginning.  

The implementation of a Standard is
relatively straightforward for the best
players but can be very difficult for others.
In the case of aluminium, it will be difficult
and expensive for users of conventional
electricity in the smelting process to come
up to the level of greenhouse gas savings
of those already using renewable
electricity.

In the early stages of the implementation
of a Sustainability Scheme there will be
very little ‘sustainable’ material produced,
as most will be ‘business as usual’ material.
The Standard needs to cope with this and
allow the mixing of the two types of
material. Some Standards have put
requirements on the material which can be
mixed with ‘sustainable’ material, but this
makes the implementation process more
difficult. There are restrictions on mixing
material in the timber sector but, in
contrast, the food/biofuels sector has not
imposed any requirements on this
material.

Schemes must also decide how
‘sustainable’ material will be traced down
the supply chain. In the world of
commodities, which are widely traded, this
becomes a key consideration. Some
agricultural product Schemes recognise
that it can be too difficult or unnecessary
always to trace material down the supply
chain, therefore they offer what is
described as a ‘book and claim’ chain-of-
custody system. In this system, the proof of
sustainability or sustainability certificate is
sold separately from the product, e.g.
green palm certificates for sustainable
palm oil, or proof of origin certificates for
renewable electricity in Europe. Thus
purchasers of these certificates can make
claims about their support for sustainable
production and their purchase of such
proofs. In biofuels, where sustainability
requirements are a necessary prerequisite
for accessing subsidies or tax breaks in
Europe, a formal chain of custody is
required and proofs of sustainability need
to stay with the product. Sustainable
material does not need to be segregated,
but all operators that take physical or legal
ownership of the product must set up a
mass balance system. The mass balance
system must demonstrate that the

quantities of sustainable material
purchased are equal to those sold or in
stock at the end of every quarter. 

There is a place for both types of chain-
of-custody, but it is generally the case that
the consumer has more confidence in the
sustainability claims on a product if the
material can be traced to a sustainable
source. If a mass balance system is
adopted, then far more organisations than
just producers and processors need to be
involved. As an indication of how the
numbers compare when traders and
storage providers become involved, we can
look at the example of FSC. They have
issued 1,300 Forest Management
certificates but over 26,000 Chain of
Custody certificates. (www.fsc.org).

Effects on the market of implemen-
ting a Sustainability Scheme
The costs of operating and implementing a
Sustainability Scheme need to be
considered. Costs associated with
implementation of improvements necessary
for compliance will depend on how high
the bar is set and where the operator is
placed in relation to it. It is considered best
practice to instigate third party audits of
compliance with the Standard, in order to
provide transparency and reassurance to
customers, which adds to the cost. It is
therefore important to understand what
sort of price premiums might be generated
for sustainable material compared with
‘business as usual’ material. FSC claimed on
their website in 2012 ‘Depending on the
operation, price premiums for FSC-wood,
particularly from the tropics, range from 15
to 25%’.  Premiums quoted for biofuels are
lower than this, typically 5% in 2013 for
biodiesel.  The cost of operating the
Scheme must also be borne, ultimately, by
the participating operators. This is usually
collected by imposing a small, volume
related license fee. An alternative would be
to levy an annual Scheme membership fee.

There has also been an important effect
on the way supply chains operate. Final
producers or users, who wish to source
sustainable material in the early stages of
adoption, are more inclined to set up fixed
supply chains to supply at least part of their
needs. This also improves certainty and
reduces administrative burdens. One
example of this is airlines, including KLM
and British Airways, becoming involved in
sustainable biofuel supply chains.

The demand for recycled or re-used
material is likely to increase. In the biofuels
sector this increase in demand (and price)
has been driven by extra incentives for re-
used material, but it is to be expected in
other sectors like aluminium, where
recycling is a key part of the sustainability
message.

Another important question is whether
the introduction of a Sustainability Scheme

will create extra demand and new uses for
the product. This is very difficult to answer
by looking at other industries, but the
increase in sustainable certified wood,
biofuels and agricultural products on the
market points to a genuine demand. 

Is there an alternative to a formal
Sustainability Scheme?
Companies can ‘go it alone’ and commit
to procure only products manufactured or
produced according to their own
production Standard. Third parties or the
procurement department can audit
suppliers to ensure that their production is
compliant with their Standard. This
necessitates introduction of traceability
and auditing systems. To make it
practicable a semi-fixed supply chain is
required. This will enable traceability of the
raw material in use back up through the
supply chain to its source. Implementing
an in-house Sustainability Scheme
therefore also requires considerable work
and changes to existing practices.

In the case of aluminium, certain
operators could commit to using only
recycled material to take advantage of the
extra sustainability benefits with a lower
compliance and administrative cost. This
will also require changes to supply chains
and involvement with recycling schemes.

Both of these approaches offer benefits
but without the wider public recognition
that an industry wide Sustainability
Scheme offers.

Conclusions
There is enough experience from other
sectors to provide lessons for the
aluminium industry as it considers the
implementation of its own Sustainability
Scheme. The main ones can be
summarised as follows:

� Rapid implementation will minimise the
risk of competing Sustainability Schemes,
which cause market confusion;
� Careful consideration should be given to
setting the sustainability ‘bar’ at the right
height;
� An easy way of mixing of sustainable
and ‘business as usual material’ is needed
to facilitate trading and uptake in the early
stages;
� There are likely to be changes to the
way the market for aluminium and its
products operates after introduction of a
Sustainability Scheme;
� The increasing uptake of Sustainability
Schemes in other sectors and the higher
prices gained for sustainable material both
point to a genuine benefit for participating
operators.  �

Contact
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