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We Can’t Cut What We Can’t Count: Using
Environmental Product Declarations to Measure
and Reduce Embodied Carbon

John Milko
Climate and Industry Consultant, Climate and
Energy Program

When it comes to reducing carbon emissions, we can’t cut what we can’t count, and some of the

biggest opportunities to cut carbon are getting lost in the shu�e. With the right tools, we can �x

this problem.

Common construction materials used to build our homes, o�ces, roads, and bridges are a

signi�cant source of greenhouse gases, with concrete, steel, and aluminum alone accounting for

18% of global emissions. 1  In order to encourage the use of lower-carbon materials, we need a

reliable way to compare products. Fortunately, a disclosure tool called an environmental product

declaration (EPD) has emerged in recent years to help measure the climate impact of products and

enable consumers to buy cleaner.

Published October 15, 2021 • 2 minute read

https://www.thirdway.org/
https://www.thirdway.org/about/staff/john-milko
https://www.thirdway.org/about/staff/john-milko


2

An EPD is a report that quanti�es the “embodied carbon” of a product, or the emissions generated

from mining the raw ingredients, transporting them, running the kiln or furnace to produce the

building material, and then using it to construct a road or building. It allows the manufacturers of

these materials to report standardized, third-party veri�ed data and enables sustainability-minded

buyers to make more informed purchasing decisions. In fact, recent cases have shown that even

requiring the disclosure of EPDs, without any further action, reduces embodied emissions by 20%. 2

This kind of carbon transparency is foundational to reducing industrial emissions. And with a

growing number of major corporations and governments around the world demanding cleaner

products, EPDs will give manufacturers better access and advantages in these markets. The federal

government can keep US industries competitive and advance its climate goals at the same time by

providing manufacturers with the resources needed to create EPDs.

To better understand how EPDs are already contributing to more sustainable building practices,

Third Way conducted a series of interviews with a broad range of companies, including

manufacturers, engineers, architects, sustainability consultants, and building owners. Their diverse

perspectives are captured in our report “Understanding the Impact of Environmental Product

Declarations.”
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