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21 November 2008
RE: Technical Specifications for Green Public Procurement (GPP) - Wall Panels
The WPIF represents all of the UK and Irish manufacturers of wood based panels and has key suppliers to this industry of resins within its membership.  The WPIF takes account of all formative stages of the industry's processes, products and derivative composites & elements, from forestry through to final product disposal.
We welcome the opportunity to comment on the draft background report and product sheet for the GPP of wall panels.  We would like to make it clear that we support the implementation of the GPP policy and the goal of our comments are to aid the production of a set of documents which are applicable to our industry.  The comments are restricted to the wood-based panel industry.
Background Report:-
General comments:-

1) This report has a number of inaccuracies which affect the exact meaning of the document.  Although the document has been researched well, some of the splicing of information has been poorly interpreted and shows that there is a lack of understanding of the subject matter.  This lack of understanding causes confusion from the outset.  In the definitions and scope a bullet point states ‘wood fibre boards and particle based boards such as plywood, fibre-board and chipboard’ it then goes on to state that the wall panel market has been split into two categories one of which is ‘Internal wood fibre/particleboard based wall panels’, this is very confusing to say the least.  Plywood, particleboard (not chipboard), fibreboards are distinct panel types under the heading of ‘wood-based panels. Within each generic type there are various sub-divisions e.g. under fibreboards there are hardboards, softboards, medium boards and medium density fibreboard (MDF) each with different characteristics.  It is this fact that makes the document confusing.

Below is a re-write of clause 3.1.2, I have re-written this as an example of what we would believe would constitute an introduction to wood based panels used in wall panels.  It also helps illustrate the point about the misuse of the phrase ‘wood-fibre panels’.
‘3.1.2 Wood-based panels introduction
Wood-based panels is the name given to a group of products which include solid wood panels, laminated veneer lumber (LVL), plywood, oriented strand board (OSB), particleboards, flaxboard, cement bonded particleboard and fibreboard.  Each of these sub groups of wood-based panel is sub-divided further, for example particleboard is available in a number of grades for the end uses they are suitable for.  The grades are defined in EN 312 and this standard gives the test requirements and level of performance required for the particleboard to meet for each grade.  
Most wood based panels, with the exception of wet process fibreboards and cement bonded particleboard, use synthetic resins to bind the wooden element of the panels.  There are two groups of resins commonly used in the production of wood based panels these are formaldehyde based resins or polyurethane based resins.
Wood based panels can be made from both virgin and recovered wood. Whether or not recovered wood is used is largely dependent on the type of panel product being produced.  Particleboard can utilise both virgin and recovered wood and typically use between 25% and 95% recovered wood in their production.  OSB utilises virgin wood as does fibreboard, although there is research looking into producing panels made from recovered wood for fibreboards.
When Plywood is made up of wood veneers laid up in alternating directions (but can be laid-up in many different ways) such that it offers dimensional stability and good strength properties both along and across the sheet. 

Particleboards and fibreboards provide utility sheet materials with uniform properties. They utilise chipped or defibrated forest round wood and thinnings, sawmill products and recycled wood.
Flaxboard is produced utilising shives from the flax plant left over from the linen industry. It is similar in some ways to particleboard but has different properties and applications. It is not a chipboard substitute and is generally required where thicker, low-density panels are an advantage.

OSB was developed in the mid 1970’s to utilise smaller diameter logs, that are not suitable for plywood production. Made of strands normally about 75mm long, they are  typically in three layers, with the strands in the surface layer oriented roughly in line with the length of the panel whereas the core layer strands are laid at 90 degrees to the surface This gives the panel higher mechanical properties in that direction. 
The harmonised standard for wood based panels is EN 13986, this standard provides the information required to CE mark these products, such as test methods, frequency of testing and also tables of standard properties that can be claimed such as reaction to fire or thermal properties.  After following the requirements of the standard a manufacturer is entitled to produce a declaration of conformity and CE mark his products for a particular end use based on the testing carried out or claimed from the tables within the standard.
Wood-based panels utilised as wall panelling can have two functions, namely structural and non-structural.  A wood based panel used in a structural application normally as part of a timber frame building will provide racking resistance to a structural wall whilst allowing a large cavity which can be filled with insulation thus providing a high degree of insulation to the building.  They can also be utilised in non-structural situations for decorative purposes and can provide a degree of impact resistance and a substrate for fixing to.’
2) Wood based panel products that are used for wall panels are used both internally as partitions and they are also used in the construction of external walls.  It is not clear that the intention is to include both areas of application.  We believe that a GPP for wall panels should include both areas of application.

3) There is a statement at the beginning of the report stating that the Commission accepts no responsibility or liability whatsoever with regard to the information presented in the document.  By not taking responsibility the document is devalued, surely someone has to take responsibility for the document?

Specific issues:-
1) Clause 4.1.1 paragraph 10 the use of ‘wood-fibre boards’ is inappropriate.

2) Clause 4.1.1 paragraph 10 last sentence, this only applies to fibreboards and not all wood based panels.

3) Clause 4.1.1 paragraph 11 why use 2003 figures, these seem to be inappropriate as we are moving towards 2009.
4) Clause 4.1.2 title wood-fibre panels should read ‘wood based panels’

5) Clause 4.1.2 1st paragraph, inaccurate information, for example all plywood is not blockboard, nor is all fibreboard otherwise known as MDF in the same way as particleboard is sometimes known as chipboard.

6) Clause 4.1.2 2nd paragraph 1st sentence, ‘plywood’ according to EN 313-2 can be made in a number of different ways as for example blockboard is a plywood type, but it can also be made with layers in the same direction.

7) Clause 4.1.2 2nd paragraph 2nd sentence, plywood can be made using a number of different resins depending on the end-use requirements, as is the same for all wood based panels, i.e. an exterior grade plywood might be made from phenol formaldehyde resin whereas a plywood for internal use might be made from a urea formaldehyde resin.
8) Clause 4.1.2 2nd paragraph 4th sentence, fibreboards are not normally extruded.
9) Clause 4.1.2 2nd paragraph 5th sentence, it is missing the use of heat when pressing.  Also it is not very eloquently worded.

10) Clause 4.1.2 3rd paragraph 1st sentence, ‘held together with glues and resins...’ wood based panels are normally bound with a synthetic resin.

11) Clause 4.1.2 2nd last 2 bullet points, the terms used here are vague and could give the wrong impression about wood based panels using terminology like ‘toxic’ without any qualification. Cutting wood (not just panel products) can present health risks due to the dust released when cutting, therefore with adequate protection and extraction these risks can be eliminated.
12) Clause 4.1.2 2nd 6th bullet.  ‘may be toxic’, ‘concern’ . These statements are misleading. It is because concerns have arisen in respect of formaldehyde exposure that limit values exist for formaldehyde release from manufactured products. The limit values are set at a level such that in a normally ventilated room the emissions shouldn’t give rise to an indoor air exposure that exceeds the World Health Organization guideline limit. Large scale monitoring has demonstrated that typical exposure to formaldehyde from all sources in indoor air are about a quarter of the WHO guideline value. With the present levels  there is no evidence that formaldehyde release gives rise to health impact. 
13) Clause 4.2 paragraph 3 sentence 2, incorrect facts - International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) has classified formaldehyde as 1 ("carcinogenic to humans").  In the EU formaldehyde is classified according to the Dangerous Substances Directive as a category 3 (C3) carcinogen leading to a risk phrase R 40 (Limited evidence of a carcinogenic effect).
14) Clause 4.2 paragraph 4 last sentence, I would say that not all manufacturers will be able to go to 50% of the E1 value.  Amend to: “All European manufacturers can meet this standard and some are developing products with emissions that are 50% of the E1 level i.e. 0.05ppm.
15) Clause 4.2 paragraph 5, There is no evidence of this; on the contrary, several studies of emission testing performed by independent institute (Fraunhofer Institut WKI, Braunschweig) have demonstrated no relevant/detectable amounts of MDI. (papers available) 

MDI is a chemical that mechanically (bond) and chemically reacts with wood during the production of the boards, whereas urea-formaldehyde resins only interact with wood in a mechanical manner. It is very unlikely or even impossible that MDI would be detected within a few hours after production. 
16) Clause 4.2 paragraph 5, This is an EU document and we have also EU limits which can be referred to. However, making a reference to an occupational exposure limit is irrelevant in this section for the use phase and for the public in general.

17) Clause 4.3.2 title wood fibre rather than wood based.
18) Clause 4.3.2 all through this clause, wood fibre rather than wood based

19) Clause 4.3.2 paragraph 2, preservatives are rarely used for wood based panels because only a few are suitable for use in environments which may require a preservative to be used (i.e. in a humid or exterior situation). The panel product which is most suitable for preservative treatment is plywood, but such treatment is carried out  infrequently, instead, plywood manufactured with durable wood species is preferred  
When wood based panels are used in wall panels the use class environment will be not more than use class 2, therefore there is no requirement to treat the panels with a preservative, unless in a use class 2 environment the panel is used for decorative purposes as there is a possibility that some fungi could discolour the surface.  
Waste wood and wood based products containing heavy metals or halogenated organic compounds would if being incinerated, fall within the provisions of the Waste Incineration Directive. Waste wood not containing such contamination would be exempt from the WID provision by virtue of article two of the Waste Incineration Directive. 
The comment regarding composting for similar reasons is inaccurate because preservatives contain heavy metals or halogenated organic compounds whereas resins do not.  In fact a urea resin will be very good for composting because of the nitrogen content and will aid composting and make a nitrogen rich soil.  Whether being nitrogen rich could contaminate the soil is another discussion.  PMDI is transferred to other substance (PU and polyurea) which do not have environmental impact taking into account the % level used in boards. We like to refer to studies sponsored by the International Isocyanate Institute, Behavior of MDI spilled into water or soil, May 2002 with reference GIL report number 2002/F
20) Clause 4.3.2 paragraph 5, This statement is highly speculative. Energy is used to produce wood based panels, however around half of the heat energy required is derived from burning process derived biomass fuels. As well as recovering the energy from the process wood waste virtually no wood waste leaves the manufacturing site. The lifecycle impacts are further reduced because the life of the stored carbon in the wood is extended. Recovered wood is utilised in the production of some of these panels and where recovered wood is not used, in the UK wood from well managed forests certified to FSC is utilised, so a statement about the environmental footprint should be qualified in more detail.  Also the statement which quotes the PanelGuide is wrong because it states recycled wood is used in the wood based panel, in fact it is the wood based panel which recycles the wood.
21) Clause 6.1 paragraph 6, there is both the use of wood fibre board and wood based panel which adds to the confusion created at the beginning of the document.  Also there appears to be a lack of understanding as to the purpose of the harmonised standard as the statement ‘(Those that cover general wood fibre products largely relate to thermal insulation properties)’ does not make sense.

22) Clause 6.1 bullet points, these are inaccurate and I cannot see their relevance to the preceding paragraph. 

23) Clause 6.1 Table 4 perhaps over simplifying quite a complex issue.More detail required in the examples.

24) Clause 8 paragraph 6 last sentence, there is a statement about discussions with industry, we are unaware that we have been consulted on this document prior to this opportunity.

25) Clause 9 4th paragraph. We are opposed to the use of the Blue Angel and Nordic Swan Ecolabels as the basis for good practice. These are ‘Stretch targets’ which shouldn’t be the basis for the majority of products. GPP principles should not be the same as ecolabel targets. 

Wall Panels – Green Public procurement Product Sheet
General comments:-
1) This document has the same problem throughout regarding the use of wood-fibre board rather than wood based panel.

Specific comments:-

1) Clause 2. Delete last sentence. Off- gasing is not an environmental impact, and due to the imposition of regulatory limit values through both national regulation and the Construction Products Directive such off gasing doesn’t present a health impact. 

2) Clause 4.1. SELECTION CRITERIA 1 and 4.2 same section, this is relating to plasterboard, I assume this is a cut and paste error.

3) Clause 4.1 AWARD CRITERIA 3, to our knowledge such a buy-back scheme is not in operation within the wood panel industry, our industry takes recovered wood from reprocessors who supply each manufacturer according to a specification of which wood based panels may or may not be included.
4) Clause 4.1 CONTRACT PERFORMANCE CLAUSES, currently wood based panel manufacturers do not provide information on recycling or disposal methods as a matter of course, this information will be supplied on request by the manufacturer. The UK governments preferred option for difficult to recycle wood wastes is incineration for energy production.
5) Clause 4.1. implementation notes paragraph 1, The purchasing officer should already know what specification he/she requires so that the correct board can be purchased for the correct end use before implementing any GPP criteria.  This GPP document is about the purchase not the specification.
6) Clause 4.1. implementation notes paragraph 2, It is not the boards which have to meet indoor air quality standards but the room in which they are situated which may include different actors on the quality of the indoor air.  Delete paragraph as it has no relevance.

7) Clause 4.1. implementation notes paragraph 3, this refers to plasterboard, if applied to wood based panels is this sort of contract requirement possible to implement and police?
8) Clause 4.2 SPECIFICATIONS 3, Delete . This appears to relate to chemicals in their raw state when being utilised in production but this is not clear. The risk phrases do not apply to the manufactured board.
Although there are known risks with some products used in the production of wood based panels, these are identified with the use of the risk phrases and manufacturers take appropriate mitigating action to avoid risk to their workforce.  This is regulated at a national level.  
The approach taken in the product sheet will exclude certain products such as pMDI bonded wood based panels from these requirements.  Conversely if you included panel products made with formaldehyde based resins then all wood based panels would be excluded from these GPP requirements.
Health risks in the workplace are subject to national and European legistlation and should therefore not be subject to additional requirements within GPP. 
9) Clause 4.2 SPECIFICATIONS 4, 14 µg/m3 was the detection limit for phenol in air in the 1990s when the Blue Angel Ecolabel was produced.  This requirement is not normally tested for in the wood based panels industry and would need more information on the toxicological evidence for this requirement before being able to comment further.

10) Clause 4.2 SPECIFICATIONS 5, this requirement seems excessive.  As there are no regulatory limits for this as there is for formaldehyde i.e. E1 classification or a WHO guideline, it is difficult to know where to set a requirement.  The requirement of 1µg/m3 for pMDI if compared to the relationship between the OEL and the finished board E1 classification for formaldehyde is approximately 100 times more stringent.  The limits for such a requirement should be based on toxicological evidence and not on what the current detectable limits are.

11) Clause 4.2 Award Criteria, 3: Delete. There are no take back schemes operating in the UK. Wood panel manufacture is a high volume, low margin commodity business and as such take back schemes do not make financial or environmental sense.

12) Clause 4.2 CONTRACT PERFORMANCE CLAUSES 1,  Re-write to include the waste hierarchy as this should be followed so recycling would take place first before energy recovery unless the product has reached the end of its life.  Also reads as if all wood based panel waste must have 5% diverted not just a single manufacturer’s own waste which is the only thing they have control over
13) Clause 4.2 CONTRACT PERFORMANCE CLAUSES 3,  Products are dispatched in volume packs which will get split up on delivery to merchants and distributors, it is not practicable to label each board. Include option for product data sheets to be made available via the internet.

Yours faithfully
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Ian Rochester
(Wood Panel Industries Federation – Technical Affairs Manager)


WPIF is a limited company, registered in England No. 3141570 Registered office: 28 Market Place, Grantham, Lincolnshire NG31 6LR

Whilst every care is taken to ensure accuracy and completeness of information given by WPIF, no responsibility can be accepted in respect thereof.  This communication has been sent by computer. A signed copy is retained on file


