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AT A GLANCE
THE INITIATIVE

FOCUS AREAS

In spring 2018, the City of San Francisco
passed legislation that all carpets installed in
city departments would be at least Cradle to
Cradle Certified Silver and must not contain
antimicrobials, fluorinated compounds, flame
retardant chemicals, or other chemicals of concern.
Similar requirements apply to carpet adhesives.
Carpet tiles are to be used for ease of replacement
and avoidance of waste. Additionally, both the
carpet fibres and backing materials must contain
minimum amounts of recycled materials, and
ultimately be recyclable at end-of-use.

By focussing on the built environment supply
chain, San Francisco was able to work towards
meeting environmental and material health goals
within city buildings and create new opportunities
for suppliers to win city contracts.

San Francisco led this initiative as part of its drive
to reduce the amount of discarded carpets sent
to landfill (currently over 80% in the USA), and
ensure the well-being of visitors and staff in San
Francisco City departments. From the outset it was
important to ensure the process not only inspired
material and business innovation but also allowed
for a competitive bid process. It therefore required
extensive research and stakeholder engagement.

CORE TEAM & EXTERNAL PARTICIPANTS
The development of San Francisco’s ‘green carpet
requirements’ was a collaborative effort between:
the Department of Environment’s Zero Waste,
Toxics Reduction, and Green Building teams, the
Municipal Green Building Task Force, an external
consultant from HDR (an architectural, engineering
and consulting firm), and city staff involved in
public procurement.
FINANCE
The research and execution of the regulation was
financed from the Department of Environment’s
budget, ultimately derived from city refuse fees,
and totalling approximately USD 15,000.

TIME FRAME
Research began in summer 2016 and, following a
period of consultation, the regulation was passed
in Spring 2018.
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For more see Policy Levers
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OUTCOMES TO DATE
The regulation is still in its early days of
implementation so economic, environmental and
social benefits are yet to be fully quantified. In
the near term, the creation and passing of the
regulation has meant:
•• The Department of Environment has been in
consultation with other city departments to
embed the requirements into large projects

•• An online platform is available to city
departments looking to install new flooring
and seeking direction on suppliers of
compliant products
•• An informal network of champions from
different departments has been identified,
and consists of individuals motivated to
create change within their area and who
can assist with consultations on future
product categories, such as furniture and
countertops

THE JOURNEY
ORIGINS

LAUNCHING

San Francisco’s Environment Code contains
ordinances designed to guide city activities to
protect citizens, safeguard the environment and
preserve natural resources, while also supporting
economic activity. City activities are guided by the
premise that the choices least harmful to health
and environment, based on the most applicable
scientific evidence, will take precedence at all times
thus preventing costly subsequent interventions
and irreversible damage to people and nature. For
example:

From 2016, the Department of Environment hired
an external consultant from HDR Inc. for about
a year, to provide advice on carpet constituents
in municipal construction projects. HDR Inc is
an engineering, architecture, environmental and
construction service. Early in the process the City
Toxics Reduction team was engaged, alongside
other departments to understand where technical
adaptations to the carpet criteria may be required.
Carpet specifications were then drawn up,
with the aim of avoiding chemicals of concern
and to include recycled content and maximum
recyclability potential.

•• The Environmentally Preferable Purchasing
Ordinance seeks to “reduce negative
impacts to human health and the
environment through the development of
specifications for city purchases”
•• The Green Building Requirements for
City Buildings Ordinance seeks to protect
humans and the environment, in addition
to contributing to meeting the California
Energy Commission goals of Zero Net
Energy in all new commercial construction
in California by 2030 with a retrofit to Zero
Net Energy in 50% of existing commercial
buildings
The ‘green carpet’ requirements were developed
under the mandate of these two ordinances, under
leadership of the San Francisco Department of
Environment, with overarching support from the
elected mayoral leadership and Board of
Supervisors in the city.

In the search for suitable products, initially the
team sought independent third-party certification
or eco-labels that met its objectives. Cradle to
Cradle Certified (C2CC) was the closest fit. As
one of the schools of thought that underlies the
circular economy, Cradle to Cradle principles
promote design that allows for continuous material
recovery and reutilisation, and the use of materials
and products that are safe for human health and
the environment. It considers all materials to be
nutrients that can be returned to either a technical
or biological system.
To meet its material recovery and health goals the
city went further, however, requiring the inclusion
of three additional specifications:
1. Full exclusion of certain chemicals, most
notably perfluorinated and polyfluorinated
alkyl substances (PFASs)
2. Inclusion of recycled content
3. Manufacturers’ material transparency
After draft carpet specifications were agreed upon,
a manufacturers’ survey was created to establish
achievable standards and identify sufficient
compliant products to ensure a competitive bid
process, with enough options to meet design
needs of city architects and project managers.
Ultimately, the team identified three manufacturers
who were able to meet the strict requirements.
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MEASURING PROGRESS
It is early days in the life of San Francisco’s green
carpet regulations and as such environmental and
economic benefits have not yet been calculated,
however work is being undertaken to begin to
paint the picture and quantify the amount of
compliant carpet installed - 2018 data received
from one supplier alone equates to 1,621 yards2
(1,355 m2) of compliant carpet tile, for example.
Assisting this process, a system will be installed
in 2019 to track compliant carpet purchases for
all LEED certified city buildings. For non-LEED
projects the city is investigating other options for
capturing purchasing data, notably through its new
financial and budgeting software system.

REFLECTIONS
Using the creation and implementation of
regulation to open up new opportunities
for suppliers and new standards in city
procurement and asset management. Under the
Environmentally Preferable Purchasing Ordinance,
this regulation is mandatory. Its development has
shown that more circular economy specifications
are viable and can be used to develop the market
and make material recycling and capture-for-reuse
more common. The support of the legislation by
the City and County of San Francisco’s elected
mayoral leadership and Board of Supervisors also
encourages the development of similar initiatives
that support the city’s economic, environmental
and social goals.
Collaborating with other city departments
and manufactures to secure input, awareness
and commitment. To secure changes in city
purchasing practices it was important to work
with other departments to ensure that the

new standards provide sufficient compliant
products to meet city departments’ needs. The
Department of Environment also continues to hold
regular meetings with department purchasers
to raise awareness of the ordinances under the
Environment Code whilst also working with the
informal champions network to support the
implementation of the new regulation.
Engaging in robust research to understand
product components, material transparency
and the potential of standards and certificates.
Identifying compliant products took many months,
since the selected requirements extended beyond
those of Cradle to Cradle Certified. To support
the ongoing assessment of product compliance
by city purchasing departments, it is hoped that
third-party certifiers will continue to evolve their
standards and material transparency in products
will increase.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Website: www.sfapproved.org
www.sfenvironment.org
Contact: BuyGreen@sfgov.org
This case study is part of Circular economy in cities, Ellen MacArthur Foundation

© ELLEN MACARTHUR FOUNDATION, MARCH 2019
http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/our-work/activities/circular-economy-in-cities

