OFFICE FURNITURE:
SITTING SUSTAINABLY?

UK office furniture manufacturers could gain
a head start on international competitors by
embracing sustainability, says a new report.
Sustainable design could reduce costs and
increase sales at home and abroad.

‘Sustainable design
means less wastage and
better use of natural
resources ... The buy-it-
cheap and chuck-it-
away mentality is
definitely on the way
out.

||'_The UK’s £1.7 billion office furniture
industry could win profitable new
markets by making its products more
sustainable, according to a new report
sponsored by the government’s
Sustainable Technologies Initiative. But
the report warns that most firms have a

long way to go to achieve sustainable
status, and many have no plans to alter
their products significantly in the next
five years.

More than 200 manufacturers and 50
dealers were invited to take part in the
study, which was carried out by the
independent furniture technology centre
FIRA International. The report reveals
that many large companies are getting
the message but most smaller suppliers
are only paying lip service to
environmental issues.

‘There are big opportunities to cut costs
and win profitable new business by
taking sustainability seriously,’ says Alun
Watkins of FIRA International.
‘Sustainable design means less wastage
and better use of natural resources. An
increasing number of customers are
specifying sustainable products in order
to demonstrate their environmental
credentials. The buy-it-cheap and chuck-
it-away mentality is definitely on the way
out.’

The report, ‘Sustainable Design in the UK
office furniture sector’, presents the
findings of a study carried out under the
STI's programme of collaborative research.
Funded by the DTI, Defra and three
research councils, the STI programme
aims to improve the sustainability of UK
business. It seeks new ways to achieve
economic growth and employment while
safeguarding the environment and
conserving natural resources.

The office furniture report identifies a
range of barriers to sustainability and
suggests potential solutions. It shows that
most manufacturers recognise the need
for improved design to make recycling
easier and reduce waste, but few have
made much progress. Wastage of
fibreboard alone currently costs nearly
£20m ayear. Out of 155,000 tonnes used,
around 20% is lost during production
processes.

The record on end-of-life disposal is even
worse. The vast majority of unwanted
office furniture currently goes to landfill.
Only a small amount less than five years
old is sold on the second-hand market.
Most product design takes very little
account of future disposal needs, and
modern materials such as paper foils,
melamines, laminates, PVC and coatings
have made recycling and recovery more
difficult.

Imports are a source of concern to
manufacturers. They account for 16.5%
of the UK market overall and as much as
a third of office seating products.
Sustainability will be a crucial factor as
European producer liability legislation is
strengthened. The international market
for low-impact products is already
growing at an ‘astonishing rate’, notes
the report. There is strong consumer
demand for products using timber from
proven sustainable resources.

By acting now, UK manufacturers can
‘gain a head start’ on overseas
competition, the report suggests, and be
better placed to meet ever more
demanding procurement specifications.
Future products will need to be long-
lasting and easy to recycle and
disassemble, and leasing arrangements
should be more widely available.
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Changing attitudes among UK customers
will provide a growing incentive. Many
public sector organisations and
commercial companies are no longer
buying on price alone but demanding high
environmental standards.

‘Sustainability is widely seen as another
burden for the furniture industry but in
factitis going to be the key to future
commercial success,” says Mr Watkins. ‘We
want to enable UK firms to achieve
sustainable status so they can stay ahead
of the competition.’

‘The STI has helped us to start identifying
barriers to improvement from the supply
chain right through to product disposal,’
he adds. ‘It is putting sustainability on the
agenda for a sector that is of huge
commercial importance to the UK
economy.’

‘The STI has helped
us to start
identifying barriers
to improvement
from the supply
chain right through
to product disposal.’

Additional project information
and background

What is the value of the UK office furniture
sector?

The UK market for office furniture was worth
more than £1.8 billion in 2000, having grown
by 15% in two years. Imports took 16.5% of the
market, worth over £300m. UK production
amounted to £1.7 billion, of which over £150m
was exported. The main categories of furniture
include seating, desks and tables, partitions,
cabinets and storage systems.

Contacts: How long does office furniture last and what
happens to it afterwards?
Alun Watkins Most office furniture is used for 10-12 years and

then thrown out, the vast majority being buried
in landfill sites. In the EU as a whole, around
2.6 million units of furniture are disposed of
annually.

Environmental Consultant

FIRA International Ltd

Tel: 01438 777700

Email: awfira@ip3.com

Website: www.fira.co.uk
Can’t more furniture be sold on the second-hand

market?

There is an established market for second-hand
office furniture but only for good quality
products that are generally less than five years
old.
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What does sustainability mean for the industry?

Sustainability means designing products for
long life and ease of recycling, re-use or
disassembly. Materials such as timber should
be selected from renewable resources that are
well managed and not environmentally
sensitive. They should be used as efficiently as
possible in the production process, for example
by working from timber of the right size to
minimise wastage. Likewise, energy should be
used efficiently both in terms of production and
transporting raw materials and products to their
point of use. Release of product residues and by-
products to the environment should be
minimised, for example by using water-based
coatings instead of solvent-based ones.

How was the study carried out?

Following initial research, a questionnaire was
devised and distributed to 200 office furniture
manufacturers and 50 dealers to work out
consumption of energy and materials, and levels
of waste. Those taking part represented 9% of
the industry sector by turnover. Additional
interviews were conducted with a number of
companies. Seminars were held to debate the
results and identify barriers to greater
sustainability before the report was produced.

What are the main barriers to sustainability
identified by the report?

Barriers include unavailability of suitable ‘green’
materials, lack of investment and the influence
of today’s ‘disposable’ society. Customers are
seen as putting pressure on price and unwilling
to pay a premium for green products. Many are
confused about environmental standards, and
there are different standards in operation for
sustainable timbers. Management often fails to
understand what sustainability is about.

What happens next?

Proposals have been made for further analysis
and actions needed to achieve greater
sustainability by 2005, and to develop solutions
for the barriers identified by the study.

What is FIRA International?

FIRA International is an independent furniture
technology centre that is supported by
companies through the furniture industry
research association. It carries out a range of
research programmes and consults over
legislation and regulations affecting the industry.
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