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 Background, aims and scope 

Chemicals in products has been a longstanding emerging policy issue under the Strategic Approach 

to International Chemicals Management (SAICM) [1]. To further advance this issue, a GEF-funded 

project on “Global best practices on emerging chemical policy issues of concern under SAICM” has 

been launched in 2019. Amongst others, the activities under the project aim at increasing the ambition 

of different stakeholders to track and control chemicals along the value chains of the building and 

construction sector. In order to contribute to the current discussion on emerging policy issues and to 

provide a basis for further activities related to chemicals of concern in the building and construction 

sector, the project foresees the development of a report on chemicals of concern and alternatives in 

the construction sector, which is provided in this document.  

This report aims at providing an overview of the challenge that chemicals of concern pose in the 

context of products relevant for the building and construction sector. It outlines the relevance and 

linkages of chemicals of concern with regards to a building life cycle and highlights existing gaps, 

challenges and opportunities regarding the imperative of increasing circularity in the building and 

construction sector.  

Furthermore, the report aims at identifying selected chemicals of concern that have relevance in the 

context of products of the building and construction sector. The scope of the analysis covers 

chemicals that have documented applications in products (including building materials) and 

formulations intended for incorporation in the built environment in a permanent manner and may be 

of concern during at least one life-cycle stage of a building. This also includes chemicals and 

formulations used for installation of building products, such as glues for the installation of floor tiles. 

The scope of the report does not cover electric installations that may be found in the built environment, 

such as wiring or technologies for heating, ventilation or air conditioning.  

However, given the sector’s complexity and its considerable diversity of products, the range of 

chemicals of concern and their applications in the building sector identified within this report is not 

intended to serve as an exhaustive list. Rather, the goal is to provide the reader with a first overview 

of how certain chemicals of concern link to products of the building and construction sector and to 

provide starting points for further activities under the project as well as for future sector-specific 

activities. For chemicals that are currently addressed under multilateral environmental agreements 

(MEAs), such as the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants, factsheets summarizing 

information on chemical identities, relevant applications and potential alternatives are provided as an 

annex to the report. For Chemicals that are currently addressed by national regulatory action relevant 

for the building and construction sector an overview table is presented.  

 The building life cycle through the lens of chemicals of 

concern 

Building and construction is one of the most chemical-intensive sectors downstream of the chemical 

industry. It is the largest end market for chemicals and the sector generating the highest chemical 

revenue [2]. Driven by rapidly accelerating urbanization , the global construction sector is expected to 

grow by 3.5% annually with its chemicals market estimated to grow by 6.2% annually between 2018 

and 2023 [2]. Many of the sector’s products are relatively chemical-intensive and some of the 

chemicals used in products of the building and construction sector can cause severe harm to human 

health and the environment.  
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Compared to other consumer products, such as textiles, electronics or toys, products relevant for the 

building and construction sector (i.e. building products) are used solely in the context of the built 

environment and therefore their uses are directly linked to the life cycle of buildings. The typical life 

cycle of building products is illustrated in Figure 1. After raw material extraction and feedstock 

production, building products are designed and manufactured. Shipped to installation sites, building 

products are installed into the built environment during building construction or renovation and are in 

use during a building’s operation phase. After removal from a building, either during renovation or 

building demolition, the product enters its end-of-life stage as construction and demolition (C&D) 

waste and is either disposed or reused or recycled.  

 

Figure 1: Life cycle of a building product. 

The life cycle of a building, especially the use phase can be very long, often spanning several decades 

sometimes up to centuries. Due to this, the life cycles of building products are much longer compared 

to other products, such as toys or electronics. During this long lifetime, a variety of different actors 

may use and come into contact with different building products. These actors include construction 

workers, renovators with professional or non-professional backgrounds, and demolition workers, as 

well as building inhabitants that may come into contact with certain building products and material 

during a building’s use phase (e.g. with flooring material). The life cycle of building products is closely 

linked to potential impacts and challenges of chemicals of concern in the sector are important to 

consider in the discussion of this issue.  

 Generally, chemicals of concern in products of the building and construction sector can impact 

human health or the environment at all stages of a building’s life cycle. However, potential impacts 

may differ significantly between individual life cycle stages, as exposure can differ for actors at 

different life cycle stages of the product. For example, the type of products and chemicals of concern 

that a construction worker encounters may differ from the type of products and chemicals of concern 

that a building inhabitant comes into contact with during a building’s use phase. Similarly, potential 

releases of chemicals of concern into the environment may vary considerably at different life cycle 

stages. The differences in exposures to chemicals of concern at different stages of the life cycle can 

thus strongly influence the potential for adverse impacts on human health and the environment. It is 

also possible, that chemicals of concern only impact human health or the environment at certain 

stages of the life cycle and not in others.  

At end of life, building and construction products enter the waste stream as construction and 

demolition (C&D) waste. Due to chemicals of concern contained, such waste products may fulfill the 
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