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Abstract: Ecological footprint analysis (EFA) can be used by cities to account for their  

on-going demands on global renewable resources. To date, EFA has not been fully 

implemented as an urban policy and planning tool in part due to limitations of local data 

availability. In this paper we focus on the material consumption component of the urban 

ecological footprint and identify the ‗component, solid waste life cycle assessment 

approach‘ as one that overcomes data limitations by using data many cities regularly 

collect: municipal, solid waste composition data which serves as a proxy for material 

consumption. The approach requires energy use and/or carbon dioxide emissions data from 

process LCA studies as well as agricultural and forest land data for calculation of a 

material‘s ecological footprint conversion value. We reviewed the process LCA literature 

for twelve materials commonly consumed in cities and determined ecological footprint 

conversion values for each. We found a limited number of original LCA studies but were 

able to generate a range of values for each material. Our set of values highlights the 

importance for cities to identify both the quantities consumed and per unit production 

impacts of a material. Some materials like textiles and aluminum have high ecological 

footprints but make up relatively smaller proportions of urban waste streams than products 

like paper and diapers. Local government use of the solid waste LCA approach helps to 

clearly identify the ecological loads associated with the waste they manage on behalf of 

their residents. This direct connection can be used to communicate to citizens about 
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stewardship, recycling and ecologically responsible consumption choices that contribute to 

urban sustainability.  

Keywords: urban sustainability; ecological footprint analysis; life cycle assessment; 

material consumption; waste management 

 

1. Introduction 

Residents of urban centers in high-income countries consume vast resources and generate immense 

volumes of waste to maintain their lifestyles [1,2]. Their levels of resource use and waste production 

make urban centers major contributors to global ecological change: increasing atmospheric carbon, 

global depletion of renewable and non-renewable resources, and ecological systems overload [3–7]. 

Many local governments are engaging in efforts to monitor and reduce these impacts, for example, 

using the ICLEI-Local Governments for Sustainability GHG Emissions Analysis Protocol [8] to 

measure their contributions to global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. While indeed such 

measurement is critical [9], we suggest that a comprehensive account of urban demands on global 

renewable resources and ecosystems is equally warranted. Urban ecological footprint analysis (EFA) 

aims to account for the full scope of energy and materials appropriated by a city‘s residents, businesses 

and operations; its biophysical inputs (i.e., various types of biologically productive land); and the 

carbon dioxide emissions produced as wastes. Indeed several cities have been engaged in measuring 

the size of their ecological footprints and using the ecological footprint as a policy communication 

tool: stressing the need for dramatic reform of urban based consumption and waste production toward 

ecologically sustainable levels. However, data requirements, including limited city-scale data, have 

prevented EFA from being fully employed as a local planning and monitoring tool [10,11].  

In this paper we focus on one critical part of a city‘s ecological footprint, the material consumption 

component (i.e., materials consumed through purchase of products by city residents, local businesses 

and city operations). This component has been calculated to make up between 8% and 20% of some 

urban ecological footprints (e.g., [11–15]). Other major components of any urban footprint include: 

food consumption, use of electricity and natural gas, transportation, and water. The ‗component, solid 

waste life cycle assessment approach‘ is an EFA approach that overcomes some data limitations by 

using data many cities regularly collect: municipal solid waste data which serves as a proxy for 

material consumption. The logic behind the approach is that most materials in consumer goods end up 

in the waste stream (either for disposal or recycling), some in a matter of minutes after consumption, 

others after a few years. Therefore, municipal waste reflects the quantities and types of materials 

consumed by a local population over a one-year period [12,16–18].The approach can only be used by 

cities with access to municipal solid waste data. .Many cities in industrialized countries manage and 

report on municipal solid waste while cities in industrializing countries often do not. Our set of EF 

values for material types could still be useful for cities to identify the relative impacts of different materials. 

In the component solid waste LCA approach, once material consumption types and quantities have 

been identified from the solid waste stream data, the ecological footprint for each material is calculated 

with energy use and CO2 emissions data from process LCA studies.  
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Use of the approach could be made easier for local governments and planners with access to 

ecological footprint conversion factors (or EF values) for individual materials. The initial calculation 

would be a measure of biologically productive land required (in global hectares) required to produce 

one unit of the material. For a city to determine the size of the ecological footprint of its consumption 

of material x, per unit (gha) would be multiplied by the total units of consumption for one year. 

To this end, we conducted a thorough review of LCA studies to develop a set of EF values for 

twelve materials commonly found in urban solid waste streams. We were able to generate a range of 

values for each material that reflects various production modes, production locations and study 

methods. These values should be seen as provisional given the small number of original process LCA 

studies available (Our review yielded 69 studies for 12 materials). Our set of EF values highlights the 

relative sizes of ecological footprints among materials and indicates that cities monitoring and 

planning for reductions in material consumption should be aware of both the quantity and ecological 

impact per unit of individual materials.  

1.1. The Ecological Footprints of Cities  

From a biophysical perspective, cities are wholly dependent upon productive/assimilative land and 

waterscapes. High-income cities typically have eco-footprints several hundred times larger than their 

political or geographic footprints. As major consumers of resources and generators of waste, urban 

populations in these high-income cities are mainly responsible for humanity‘s current state of 

ecological overshoot [1,2]. Detailing the urban footprint is essential for sustainability planning. It helps 

to identify the major points of leverage for policies to reduce urban throughput of resources and 

production of wastes. It also helps to develop urban systems that contribute to the integrity of the 

ecosystems upon which cities depend.  

EFA quantifies the biophysical ‗load‘ that any specified population (or industrial process) imposes 

on its supportive ecosystems. The method uses data on energy and material consumption, waste 

generation (measured as carbon dioxide) and ecosystem productivity to estimate the total ecosystem 

area (in terms of global average hectares [gha]) required on a continuous basis to produce the resources 

consumed by the study population, and to assimilate its carbon emissions [19–21]. EFA can thus 

explicitly connect people‘s consumption, product by product, to several types of appropriated 

ecosystem areas, and reveal the gap (positive or negative) between local demand and global supply  

of bio-capacity.  

1.2. Ecological Footprint Analysis at the City Scale 

To date, two main approaches have been developed to calculate ecological footprints at the  

sub-national scale: (i) the compound, (ii) the component. The compound approach uses national per 

capita ecological footprint data, and scales it to the city as much as possible, to reflect, for example, 

local energy sources. The advantage of this approach is that reliable national level data is more often 

available than city scale data. However, a footprint based on national level data is limited in its ability 

to reflect the impacts of local policy and action [10]. Within the component method, the dominant 

approach is to use economy-wide input-output analysis. We refer to this approach henceforth as the 

input-output sub-national approach. The input-output sub-national approach uses both local and 
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national level data. It takes data on local expenditures (measured in units of national currency such as 

dollars) for some consumption items like food and materials, and relates them to carbon emissions in 

an extension of conventional monetary input-output analysis. This data is then combined with national 

ecological footprint assessment data. An alternative approach is to collect data directly from local 

government sources without relying on dollars as a proxy for consumption. We call this the direct 

approach. Because it relies on locally generated energy and materials flow data, this approach can 

reflect local changes in specific resource consumption and waste generation. For local policy makers 

and planners, this distinction is critical. They must be able to craft policies and actions that target local 

conditions, and to monitor and assess the effectiveness of these policies and actions over time. These 

requirements are not effectively met by EFA approaches based on national level data that are 

subsequently scaled to the city nor by input-output analysis that uses dollars as a proxy for actual 

consumption [13,16,22,23]. The direct component approach aims to use mostly local data. Local data 

are collected on specific components of the community/city under study, for example, transportation, 

buildings, food, consumables and waste. It determines the ecological footprint of each and sums them 

to generate an overall urban ecological footprint [16,17,24]. Because the footprint is based on local 

data, the impact of local policy initiatives or actions can be measured over time with successive 

ecological footprint analyses. Cities often have access to or collect their own data on transportation use 

(e.g., average vehicle kilometers travelled by urban residents), and buildings (e.g., building types, their 

energy use and efficiency), which are required for the component analysis. More challenging to come 

by are data on personal consumption including food and material goods that are not derived from 

monetary expenditure statistics. This is where the ‗component, solid waste LCA approach‘ is useful. It 

can be used to identify types and estimate quantities of materials consumed within a city over a 

specified period of time.  

Cities that use the direct component approach will have information to communicate to urban 

residents and businesses about opportunities for reducing their footprints through wise consumption 

choices and conservation habits. Changes in consumption are critical to reforming cities toward 

biophysical sustainability. Material footprint information can be used to develop policy targeted 

toward strategic supply chain and product stewardship initiatives that avoid high-impact materials. It 

can support the development or expansion of local recycling and re-use programs, and encourage local 

businesses and institutions to identify ways their operations can reduce use of high impact materials 

through use of labeling and promotion of low-impact products. It can also identify when levels of 

material consumption exceed global ecological carrying capacity and inform how demand 

management efforts can curb escalating materials throughput in the urban metabolism.  

1.3. The Component Solid Waste Approach  

The ‗component, solid waste LCA approach‘ to EFA was developed by Simmons et al. [17,18], and 

has been implemented in several studies (e.g., [11,12,14,16,25]). While cities do not commonly 

monitor or document their residents‘ material consumption, many manage and monitor solid waste. 

Most materials that make up consumer goods will eventually enter the solid waste stream (for disposal 

or recycling), therefore over the course of a one year period, municipal waste reflects the quantities 

and types of materials consumed by a local population However, these data likely underestimate total 
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amounts of materials consumed since all materials used in the manufacturing process are not reflected 

in the solid waste stream. Therefore, the approach incorporates lifecycle assessment data to estimate 

the amount of energy and materials used in the supply chain to manufacture the materials found in the 

waste stream. Although a small amount of waste may be disposed without use of municipal solid waste 

facilities, municipal solid waste can reasonably be expected to represent the majority of waste 

generated within the city by proportion and type. 

Cities that monitor and document commercial and household waste composition data generally use 

the following major categories: metal; glass; plastics; paper; organics; textiles; rubber; and hazardous 

wastes. Many cities use more detailed categories. For example, paper is broken down into paper, 

newsprint, and cardboard. Plastics are identified by type (PET; HDPE; PVC and LDPE) and by use 

such as plastic (film) bags and plastic bottles (e.g., [26–30]). One consumer item that appears in the 

solid waste stream in high quantities and is commonly reported as a separate item is diapers (nappies). 

In Canberra, Australia in 2009, diapers made up 4.9%, by weight, of the residential waste stream [30]. 

A similar figure has been identified in several Israeli cities and towns [31].  

Once material consumption types have been determined from the municipal solid waste stream, the 

ecological footprint for each is estimated. The calculations for these materials incorporate energy use 

and carbon emissions data from LCAs of the materials. Process LCA quantifies the diverse material 

and energy inputs required for the production of particular materials and products as well as various 

wastes including greenhouse gases (GHG), of which sometimes carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions are 

uniquely distinguished [32–34]. This stage of the approach can be time consuming for local 

governments because it requires a review of LCA studies and the footprint calculations. Ecological 

footprinting could be made easier for cities through development of an open source, international 

database of ecological footprint values for materials. City staff would use their own solid waste data to 

identify quantities of materials consumed by weight over a given period of time, and look up the 

ecological footprint value for each material in the database. All data sources and calculations could be 

transparent and accessible for users to access as well.  

A set of ecological footprints of individual materials and processes has been published by 

Huijbregts et al. [35]. Values in that study are derived from the Swiss ecoinvent database. In absence 

of an open source, international database, that source ecological footprint values could be a starting 

point for cities. However, it [35] relies heavily on European process LCA data. A dataset of ecological 

footprint values for materials should reflect production practices around the world including China, a 

major manufactured goods exporter. Therefore, in our review of process based LCA studies, we 

included some of the studies that support that dataset [35], but also searched explicitly for studies from 

Asia, North America, South and Latin America and Australia. In calculating the ecological footprint, 

Huijbregts et al. [35] separate the energy component into carbon sequestration lands and demand on 

ecosystems from nuclear energy sources; this separation is no longer standard [36].  

Another approach to measuring the EF of material consumption has been proposed by Herva et al. [37]. 

This approach aims to account for hazardous and toxic wastes that have been combusted with thermal 

plasma technology. Herva et al. suggest the EF approach is more suitable for industry than for 

municipal policy makers. 

The solid waste LCA approach has limitations that arise from reliance on process LCA studies. 

While some standardization of method exists, LCA specialists regularly highlight the many 
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assumptions required for LCA, and the limitations to comparison of results between studies [38]. As 

more material LCA studies are published under increasingly standardized conditions, confidence in 

results of the solid waste LCA based approach will increase. 

2. Methods 

To identify materials commonly consumed in cities, and for which we would determine ecological 

footprint conversions factors, we reviewed reports on solid waste composition for 10 cities in the UK, 

the US, Canada, Israel, and Australia (Vancouver (CAN); Edmonton (CAN); Sidney (AUS); 

Melbourne (AUS); London (UK); York (UK); Edinburgh (UK); Haifa & Ashdod (ISR); Denver 

(USA); Seattle (USA). Six material types appeared most often: (1) paper (2) plastics (3) diapers (4) 

glass (5) metals and (6) textiles. The materials were represented as a percentage of the solid waste 

streams, by weight, in the following order: paper made up the largest percentage in all cities, ranging 

from 11.5% to 27.8%; followed by various types of plastics (ranging from 12.1% to 16.9%). Glass, 

metals, and textiles were the smallest. Five cities reported on diapers (Vancouver, Canberra, 

Melbourne, Edinburgh; Haifa), and in each this material was the third largest by weight ranging from 

3.1% in Melbourne to 5.26% in Vancouver. 

From the material types reported by the cities we selected twelve materials: (1) print paper, (2) 

newsprint, (3) cardboard, (4) PET, (5) HDPE, (6) PVC, (7) PS, (8) glass (9) diapers, (10) cotton textile, 

(11) aluminum, and (12) steel.  

We conducted an extensive review of LCA studies for each material, examining academic 

literature, and commercial and industrial reports. Each LCA study sets its own boundaries and scale. In 

order to present comparable footprint and emissions values we made an effort to include studies that 

used similar parameters, assumptions, and scales. Overall we made an effort to cover cradle to gate 

data. This means data associated with the manufacturing process from materials extraction to finished 

product that leaves the factory gate. In the case of plastics most of our values are for plastic polymers 

owing to lack of available LCA data on finished products. The review yielded 69 relevant studies and 

included data for European, North American, Asian, and Australian production locations among 

others. For the complete list of studies see Appendix I. From each LCA study, for each material, we 

extracted the data on energy sources and CO2 emissions for our calculations of ecological footprint 

values. While most studied materials are from non-renewable resources (e.g., plastic, metals) and 

therefore their EF include only energy land (i.e., the area of land for sequestering the carbon dioxide 

emitted), for materials from renewable resources (e.g., paper, cotton) the study also calculated the crop 

and forest land required.  

2.1. From LCA to Footprint 

The ecological footprint comprises several types of land including cropland, forest land and energy 

land [39–41]. The LCA literature review provided us with data on the energy and CO2 emissions 

associated with each material‘s life cycle. These data were used for the conversion to ecological 

footprint. The energy land was calculated for all materials; in the case of materials made from 

renewable sources, e.g., paper and textiles, the area of forest land (paper) and cropland (textiles) was 

also calculated.  
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Energy land: For calculating the energy land footprint (i.e., the land required to sequester carbon 

emissions) we used data on the CO2 per tonne of material/product as reported in the LCA studies. We 

then used a conversion factor of 0.27 hectares of world forest, which is the average area of forest land 

required to sequester 1 tonne of CO2 [15,42,43]. From that, one-third was deducted to reflect the 

emissions absorbed by the oceans [43]. Finally, an equivalence factor of 1.24 for energy land was 

applied (Following [15,42]).  

Crop land: The cropland footprint has been assessed for cotton textiles. A simplified equation 

displayed below explains the cropland footprint calculation procedure: 

EF(gha) = (U/GY ) × EQF 

where the footprint was calculated by dividing the unit (U) of consumption (1 tonne) by the annual 

average global yield (GY) [44] and then multiplied by an equivalence factor of 2.39 for cropland [42].  

Forest land: To calculate the EF of paper products we integrated several sources. Data on energy 

inputs and carbon emissions were taken from the LCA papers. The carbon dioxide was then converted 

to energy land as described above. We then used the UNECE/FAO [45] forest products conversion 

factors to obtain an average figure for the amount of wood required to produce different types of paper 

(m
3
 of wood/metric tonne of paper). The next step was to use Global Footprint Network [42] data to 

convert the equivalent wood weight to the required forest land. The conversion figure used is 1.81 m
3
 

of wood per hectare of forest with global average productive yield. Finally, that area of forest land was 

multiplied by an equivalence factor of 1.24 [42]. 

2.2. Limitations  

Our ecological footprint dataset is limited by the small number of original LCA studies available for 

each material from international sources. In particular, we found few published LCA studies on 

materials produced in China. This means that production systems in one of the world‘s largest 

exporting nations are under-represented in our set of ecological footprint values. We also found an 

underwhelming number of studies on some materials, like diapers, that make up a significant 

component (by weight) of many urban waste streams.  

EFA only includes carbon dioxide emissions which, unlike other GHGs, are continually being taken 

up by natural systems such as forests and oceans. In our review of LCA studies we found that several 

reported only carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) associated with a material‘s production. CO2e includes 

GHG emissions such as methane and nitrous oxide. Because we had no reliable method for 

disaggregating the CO2 from CO2e, we could not use these studies. We do include the studies and their 

CO2e data in the Appendix because they represent the findings of our LCA review, and to reveal the 

scope of available data.  

Because our data set is established from published LCA studies and reports, any inherent issues of 

data quality, system parameters, or calculations, are repeated in our review. We attempted to overcome 

this limitation by including a range and breadth of LCA studies, and also by presenting the range of EF 

values rather an average for each material. We restricted our LCA boundaries from cradle to gate. We 

did not include components such as shipping distances to the city or the footprint of the retailer (this 
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would be part of the commercial building footprint component). Therefore, the size of the footprints is 

likely underestimated.  

3. Results and Discussion 

Table 1 summarizes the ecological footprint values (measured in gha/tonne) that we calculated for 

the most common materials found in municipal waste streams. The minimum, maximum and mean 

emissions for each material are shown together with the standard deviation. 

Table 1. Ecological footprint of materials. 

 N Min Max Average Standard deviation 

Sub Category  gha/tonne gha/tonne gha/tonne gha/tonne 

Glass 5 0.18 0.40 0.24 0.09 

HDPE 4 0.13 0.35 0.20 0.10 

PVC 4 0.31 0.53 0.41 0.07 

PET 5 0.24 0.57 0.48 0.11 

Polystyrene 5 0.26 1.04 0.66 0.25 

Steel 10 0.38 0.90 0.61 0.16 

Diapers 2 0.94 1.34 1.14 0.28 

Newsprint 6 2.15 2.34 2.23 0.08 

Cardboard 3 2.71 2.79 2.76 0.04 

Printing paper 12 2.62 3.23 2.82 0.17 

Aluminum 5 1.77 4.06 2.42 0.75 

Cotton fabric 8 8.35 12.21 10.20 1.59 

Consolidating the data in a table enables identification of high and low impact material. For 

example, textiles have the highest ecological footprint per unit of material. This is because of the large 

area of agricultural land and energy inputs required to grow cotton, as well as high amounts of energy 

used in the material‘s production. Paper, cardboard and newsprint also have relatively high ecological 

footprints due to the land area required to grow trees. The actual footprint values for plastics are likely 

higher than the values reported here because over half of the data sources available for plastics are for 

plastic polymers rather than finished products. 

Urban policy makers, planners, businesses and residents will want to link these data with their local 

solid waste data that identifies how much of each material is regularly consumed. Although textiles 

and aluminum have high ecological footprints, they make up smaller proportions of most urban waste 

streams than paper products and diapers. Consumption of paper products and diapers might be more 

important targets for reduction at the urban scale. This level and detail of information is the kind 

required by policy makers and planners who wish to develop targeted local policies and by local 

residents, businesses and organizations seeking to reduce their urban ecological footprints.  

In our review of LCA studies we found variations in LCA measures from different parts of the 

world. While these variations can be explained by different LCA methods and data availability, they 

may also reflect variations in production methods and energy sources used in different parts of the 

world (e.g., coal based electricity vs. hydroelectric sources). For example, the EF of a ton of aluminum 

produced in China or in Australia is at least 45% larger than one tonne of aluminum produced in 
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Europe. Publication of more LCA studies is necessary for true comparisons. In a previously published 

paper [9], we presented the GHG emissions calculated for the same set of materials, using data from 

the same LCA sources. We believe it is important for cities to have information on both GHG 

emissions and ecological footprint values to determine (1) sustainable levels of urban material 

consumption and (2) to inform policies and programs that promote rapid change toward those levels. 

We compare GHG emissions values with average ecological footprints for the twelve materials in 

Table 2, arranged in ascending order of size/emissions per tonne.  

Table 2. Average ecological footprints and greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions of materials. 

 Average GHG Emissions  Average Ecological Footprint 

Sub Category CO2e/ tonne Sub Category gha/tonne 

Cardboard 890 Glass 0.24 

Glass 990 HDPE 0.20 

HDPE 1,015 PVC 0.41 

Newsprint 1,120 PET 0.48 

Printing paper 1,290 Steel 0.61 

PVC 1,920 Polystyrene 0.66 

PET 2,240 Diapers 1.14 

Steel 2,530 Newsprint 2.23 

PS 2,970 Cardboard 2.76 

Diapers 3,580 Printing paper 2.82 

Aluminum 10,840 Aluminum 2.42 

Cotton fabric 21,500 Cotton fabric 10.20 

Table 2 highlights the differences in environmental impact each measurement tool is designed to 

assess: GHG emissions inventories account for the GHG emissions related to a material‘s production, 

while the ecological footprint accounts for the area of biologically productive land required to produce 

a material and to assimilate associated production wastes, in perpetuity. The difference is apparent in a 

comparison of materials. Cotton textile is a high impact material in terms of both ecological footprint 

and GHG emissions. Cotton textiles require land area on which to grow cotton crops, and textile 

production is energy intensive. Aluminum has an ecological footprint approximately equal in size to 

that of newsprint or cardboard. Its GHG emissions, however, are almost ten times higher. In ecological 

footprint accounting, the tremendous energy requirements of aluminum are registered as ‗energy land‘ 

(bio-productive land area to sequester carbon dioxide) and make up most of the aluminum footprint. 

However, paper production impacts more heavily on use and over-use of the earth‘s bio-productive 

land area. Paper products are less energy intensive to produce so the ‗energy‘ land component of their 

ecological footprints is smaller, but the size of their ecological footprints is increased by their 

requirement for ‗forest land‘ on which to grow trees. Similar to aluminum, the plastics: PET and PS 

have over twice the GHG emissions of cardboard, newsprint and printing paper. Therefore, production 

of plastics (per ton) makes a greater contribution to atmospheric carbon levels, yet their ecological 

footprints are approximately one quarter the size of any paper products.  

In our review of the literature, we found few academic studies whose sole aim was to carry out a 

product or material LCA. More often, the study purpose was to investigate potential improvements in 
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production methods or management systems, for example, comparing different textile tailoring 

scenarios [46], or end of life options for plastic bottles [47]. In these studies boundaries often excluded 

production of the material itself. Other studies used existing material LCA data, such as those found in 

ecoinvent. Studies on production processes outside of Europe frequently included ecoinvent LCA data 

which suggests challenges in obtaining local process data. Our review of Chinese language journals 

yielded five appropriate studies. In total we found 69 LCA studies that provided data necessary for use 

in our ecological footprint conversion calculations. The lack of studies aimed directly at assessing life 

cycle production impacts suggests that promotion of their value for sustainability research and action 

could be heightened. It also speaks to the challenges posed by high data requirements and the lack of 

reliable, accessible data, including the barrier of proprietary data related to some industrial processes. 

We found an increasing number of material LCAs conducted or commissioned by commercial and 

industrial associations such as the World Aluminum Association and the European Container Glass 

Federation. Individual companies are also publishing information on the carbon emissions of their 

products. For these products, the actual LCA studies are not commonly available but in some cases, 

information such as the study author, reviewer, or LCA protocol is provided. Perhaps more industry-

based studies will be conducted as carbon taxes and cap and trade systems are expanded. Consumer 

pressure for more ecologically benign products may also encourage more reporting.  

4. Conclusions  

With data from the 69 LCA studies, we were able to develop a range of ecological footprint values 

for each material, reflecting production data from several countries. Our set of EF values incorporates 

the best currently available LCA data. Given the small number of studies for each material, and from 

each production location, and the differences in study methods, our values should be viewed as 

provisional. A greater number of standardized LCA studies using consistent process boundaries will 

increase accuracy in measuring ecological footprints associated with the twelve materials. Cities 

accounting for the ecological footprints of their material consumption could follow the EFA 

convention of selecting the lowest reported value for each material, and up-dating values as LCA data 

become available. The relative size of ecological footprints (per production unit) among the materials 

is likely a fair representation and offers cities a general ranking of materials that may be useful in 

policy and program development.  

We believe that the ecological footprint with its comprehensive representation of ecological loads 

that extend beyond carbon emissions should become as mainstream a local policy and planning tool as 

GHG emissions inventories have become over the last decade. While climate change is a critical issue 

for cities to tackle through GHG emissions reduction policy and action, increasing global resource 

depletion and related ecosystem impacts pose equally imminent and dramatic risks [2,47] EFA reveals 

that the global human population is using earth‘s resources more quickly than they can be replenished. 

In fact, it would take the earth 1.5 years to regenerate the resources consumed and assimilate the 

wastes produced in 2012 [42]. As discussed, EFA at the urban scale must overcome challenges related 

to local data availability. The component solid waste LCA approach can overcome this limitation for 

the material consumption component, for those cities that monitor municipal solid waste. Local 

government use of the solid waste LCA approach helps to clearly identify the ecological impacts 
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associated with the waste they manage on behalf of their residents. This direct connection can be used 

to communicate to citizens about stewardship, recycling and ecologically responsible consumption 

choices that contribute to urban sustainability.  
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