




Introduction
What is sustainability?

The United Nations (UN) Brundtland Commission     defined 
sustainable development as “development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”.

The definition comes from a 1987 report called Our Common 
Future (which is often simply called ‘the Brundtland Report’), 
and it acknowledges that genuine, long-term sustainability 
requires an integrated approach to both environmental concerns 
and economic development.

Nearly forty years later, the Commission’s words become starker 
and more relevant with each passing year, thanks to the growing 
role of the climate crisis in all our lives. As extreme weather 
events impact people, places and global supply chains, serious 
questions must be asked – where they are not being asked 
already – about how sustainable our way of life really is.

In 2015, the UN adopted seventeen sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) as “a universal call to action ”  to end poverty and 
protect the planet by 2030. The seventeen ‘global goals’ are all 
integrated, recognising that action to tackle one influences 
outcomes for the other sixteen. To be fit for the future, 
development must therefore balance social, economic and 
environmental sustainability.

Balancing environmental and economic needs in 
construction
While the UN’s definition of sustainability is about global society 
at its broadest, it can be applied at much smaller scales. Not only 
can you use it as a lens through which to view the development 
of the built environment as a whole, you can even apply it at the 
level of a single construction project.

The shift towards better sustainability within construction is 
impossible to ignore, and it is trickling down through the industry 
to even the smallest projects.

Inevitably, though, economic considerations remain. Design 
decisions and specification choices made with sustainability in 
mind can often end up being watered down or removed entirely 
if the upfront cost of them is seen as too high.

Should a construction project that stands to deliver some 
societal or economic benefit to a place be prevented if it has a 
higher-than-desirable environmental impact? Where is the line 
drawn when it comes to what is an ‘acceptable’ environmental 
impact?

After all, any construction project has an environmental impact. 
As is often said, the most sustainable building is the one that 
doesn’t need to be constructed at all. Despite this, new 
construction will always be a feature of the built environment.

Using the SDGs to inform construction industry activity
The UK government seeks to support the construction industry 
by tying policy-making to the UN’s SDGs. Changes to public 
procurement are focusing on a systems-based approach that 
aims to deliver improvements in productivity, improved 

operations and culture change. Central to these improvements 
are areas like digitalisation and product platforms, including 
policy documents like the Construction Playbook.

And alongside all of this, of course, is the legally-binding target 
to achieve net zero by 2050 (and intermediate targets along the 
way).

Any discussion of better sustainability usually comes down to 
carbon emissions, and that is where the majority of the 
construction industry’s current focus lies when it comes to 
‘greener’ buildings. A lot of the developments currently being 
seen in public procurement and digital construction can be 
viewed in terms of lowering the whole life carbon of built assets.

The starting point for this white paper, then, is looking at how 
rainscreen subframes can be specified to reduce embodied 
carbon as well as operational carbon, and achieve the lowest 
‘whole life’ environmental impact.

This whitepaper in context
Looking at broader sustainability in rainscreen subframes is the 
natural culmination of a subject we have explored across two 
previous white papers.

The first, published in 2021, introduced the fundamentals of 
thermal performance in rainscreen walls. It looked at the drivers 
for better thermal performance in external walls, how external 
wall U-values are calculated, and how rainscreen subframes can 
be specified to deliver better thermal performance.

Download: ‘The effects of rainscreen subframe systems on 
the overall thermal performance of external walls’ 

The second, published in 2022, looked at how early engagement 
can be used to optimise facade build-ups and provide clients 
with long-term value, while also exceeding minimum 
requirements for thermal, fire and structural performance.

Download: ‘The effects of thicker insulation in rainscreen 
cladding subframe systems’  

Both documents serve as a useful introduction to facade design 
and rainscreen subframe specification, before starting to 
consider the more complex question of what is the ‘most 
sustainable’ way of delivering an external wall build-up.



Raw material use and recycled
content in aluminium subframes
In the introduction, we referred to the idea of the most sustainable 
building being the one that doesn’t need to be constructed. It’s easy to 
understand why, since a new building contributes to the depletion of 
finite existing resources. For a construction product to exist, at some 
point virgin material has to be extracted and processed ready for 
manufacturing.

Those activities all result in carbon emissions.

Using recycled content to reduce raw material demand
In any area of construction product specification, selecting 
material with a proportion of recycled content is an obvious way 
for specifiers to reduce raw material demand, and lower the 
accompanying carbon emissions.

Selecting the ‘right’ percentage of recycled content is different 
for every material. It doesn’t automatically stand to reason that 
more recycled content automatically equates to a more 
sustainable product.

How is existing material recycled? How much existing material is 
available, and where does it come from? What effect does 
recycled content have on product quality and performance?

These are all questions that need to be considered when looking 
at material options. A better understanding of the answers will 
help to improve sustainability, as recycled content is an area of 
specification that will be ever-present.

Introduction to aluminium
Aluminium is the popular choice for rainscreen subframe 
components, thanks to its ideal combination of strength, 
durability and light weight.

Stainless steel components can go further in improving the 
thermal efficiency of a subframe, but are more expensive. 
Aluminium therefore offers the all-important balance of cost vs 
performance that is well-suited to the majority of projects 
featuring rainscreen cladding.

Like all metals, the production of aluminium is highly energy 
intensive. Choosing recycled content can help to lower overall 
emissions, but to what extent?

First, it’s important to recognise that the majority of aluminium 
used in construction is aluminium alloy. Alloying components are 
introduced to the pure aluminium to create a product with 
specific physical properties. Alloys are classified in broad series, 
in accordance with BS 573-1:2020 Aluminium and aluminium 
alloys. Chemical composition and form of wrought products. Part 
1: Numerical designation system.*

Sustainability advantages of alloy 6005
Aluminium subframe components produced by SFS don’t use 
alloy 6063. Instead, we work with alloy 6005 – still a magnesium 
and silicon alloy, but with a different chemical composition.

The crucial difference between the two is that SFS’s 6005 alloy 
is produced from 100% recycled material. No new raw material 
is needed to produce our aluminium subframe components. In 
comparison, the 6063 alloy only has a maximum of 40% 
recycled content, meaning virgin aluminium must be produced to 
make the components.

This highlights an important aspect of specification when it 
comes to pursuing better sustainability: engaging with 
manufacturers to understand what is possible. A specifier might 
name a particular manufacturer, but also try to improve the 
sustainable credentials of the project by asking for a higher 
proportion of recycled content.

If the named manufacturer uses an alloy like 6063, where the 
maximum possible is 40%, then the specification is not going to 
be met in some way. On the other hand, if the specifier seeks to 
understand the options in the marketplace in more detail, then 
they can name a manufacturer like SFS, with components made 
entirely from recycled material, from the outset of the project 
and ensure that choice is seen through to the finished building.

Responsible sourcing and transparent reporting
How far should that engagement go, however? Should it be the 
specifier’s responsibility to find out detailed information about 
the provenance of every single product they select?

Decarbonisation and sustainability don’t start with the product 
manufacturer. A manufacturer can have efficient production 
facilities powered entirely by renewable energy (for example), 
but the raw material extraction could be highly damaging to 
valuable habitats elsewhere in the world, and rely on the 
exploitation of human labour (for example).

Achieving sustainability in global supply chains is extremely 
complex. Responsible manufacturers can be transparent about 
their efforts to push for improvements down the links of the 
supply chain, and there are independent forms of certification 
(such as BES 6001) that act as a way for manufacturers to report 
on their efforts. Specifiers can then make more informed 
choices.

Decarbonisation in the aluminium industry
However responsible the sourcing of a raw material, it remains 
the case that decarbonising heavy industries, especially ones 
producing metals like aluminium, is a challenge on a different 
scale.

We’ve already referred to aluminium production being (like other 
metals) energy intensive. How the required energy is generated 
has a substantial say in the carbon emissions the manufacturing 
is responsible for.

Aluminium production requires constant-load energy, which 
makes reliance on renewable energy – which tends to deliver 
more intermittently – harder. Globally, around 30% of the 
electricity needed to power aluminium smelters comes from 
hydropower, but this is highly location-specific and generally 
found in China. 

Over half of the electricity comes from coal-fired power plants, 
which goes some way to explaining why the aluminium sector is 
responsible for around 2% of global greenhouse gases. 

The alloys most relevant to this white paper fall into the 6000 
series: magnesium and silicon alloys. Magnesium and silicon 
impart additional strength and, for extruded aluminium sections, 
alloy 6063 is commonly used – including for rainscreen 
components. (The final three digits of the specific alloy number 
refer to the exact chemical composition as given in BS 573-
3:2019.) 

*From ‘Materials for Architects & Builders - 4th Edition’

Compared to virgin material production, aluminium recycling 
delivers a 90% saving in energy, so components made with 
higher recycled content – like 6005 alloy products – are 
responsible for lower emissions.

As more and more people rush to specify recycled aluminium 
products, it creates shortages in the availability of scrap 
aluminium of any grade, adding further complexity to an already 
complicated picture. 

Ensuring the quality of recycled aluminium products
A key advantage of aluminium, as with other metals used to 
make construction products, is its ability to be endlessly recycled 
without a loss of quality. For that reason, around three-quarters 
of all the aluminium ever produced is still in use today.

We have seen, however, that many different compositions of 
aluminium alloy exist. Processing and recycling different types of 
aluminium together means a mix of different alloying materials.

How you then produce a new aluminium product with the right 
composition, thereby ensuring it delivers the quality and 
performance required by the end user, is a challenge – and one 
that is applicable across a range of materials, including other 
metals.

A ‘more sustainable’ product made with a higher proportion of 
recycled content is no use if it doesn’t deliver what is expected 
of it. As the Council for Aluminium in Buildings (CAB) says: “To 
keep aluminium in the loop, it must be collected and sorted 
properly.” 

A ‘closed loop’ therefore seeks to only remelt scrap with certain 
compatible alloys, making it easier to control the alloying content 
during recycling. To that end, the CAB has created a closed loop 
recycling scheme   , which aims to bring together the value 
chain and support better recycling processes for aluminium in 
buildings.

It is SFS’ ambition to be part of the scheme, and we are 
therefore working with our scrap broker to take material from 
merchants who process and separate the scrap they receive.

Fortunately, 6005 alloy is again at an advantage in this regard. 
The manufacture of 6005 alloy can use scrap containing both 
alloys, with adjustments made during the process to create the 
final 6005 grade. The reverse is not true, however, and only 
scrap 6063 alloy can be used in the manufacture of new 6063 
grade product. 

6005 Aluminium 6063 Aluminium

100% Recycled
Material

40% Recycled
Material

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/metals-and-mining/our-insights/aluminum-decarbonization-at-a-cost-that-makes-sense
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/metals-and-mining/our-insights/aluminum-decarbonization-at-a-cost-that-makes-sense
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/metals-and-mining/our-insights/aluminum-decarbonization-at-a-cost-that-makes-sense
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/metals-and-mining/our-insights/aluminum-decarbonization-at-a-cost-that-makes-sense
https://c-a-b.org.uk/closed-loop-recycling/
https://c-a-b.org.uk/closed-loop-recycling/
https://c-a-b.org.uk/closed-loop-recycling/
https://c-a-b.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/CAB-CLRS-CPD-2021_v01.pdf
https://c-a-b.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/CAB-CLRS-CPD-2021_v01.pdf


Design to use material
more efficiently
An aluminium rainscreen subframe component is produced by a 
manufacturer. A specifier decides they want to use it because they 
are satisfied it is made with a high proportion of recycled content 
(meaning it saves 90% of the energy required to make a brand-new 
component) and it has been responsibly produced by the 
manufacturer in question.

Despite this, carbon is still emitted during the production of the 
components. More carbon will be emitted in transporting them 
to site and using them in the construction of the building.

If constructing a new building is unavoidable, and a manufacturer 
has done what it can to make its production processes as 
efficient as possible, the next step is for the specifier to use 
materials as efficiently as possible to lower carbon emissions 
further.

This is the ‘reduce’ element of the well-known phrase, ‘reduce, 
reuse, recycle’.

Efficiency is optimisation
When we talk about efficient resource use, we are essentially 
talking about optimising a specification. Traditionally, 
optimisation meant balancing performance and cost. Now, 
sustainability/environmental impact add an extra element to 
balance.

With performance and cost there is a clear correlation: better 
performance usually costs more. You could design a building 
envelope to achieve incredibly low U-values beyond even 
Passivhaus levels, but the cost would be astronomical.

The environmental impact would also likely be worse, because 
low U-values need thicker building elements with more 
insulation. Any slight improvement to building U-values and 
operational energy/carbon is negated by the extra material 
needed during construction.

Taken from the starting point of only using as much material as 
you need to deliver the required performance, and then finding 
ways to optimise that material use further, has a useful knock-on 
benefit: reducing means using less ‘stuff’, which actually saves 
cost while still delivering performance.

Manufacturer engagement is essential
A building design and specification is a project team’s solution to 
meeting their client’s brief. It may therefore seem like it is the 
specifier’s responsibility alone to what extent the need for 
materials can be reduced.

Manufacturers and specifiers should not operate in bubbles or 
silos. The previous section talked about manufacturer 
engagement, and it doesn’t have to (and shouldn’t) stop at 
finding out about supply chain improvements.

Like any responsible manufacturer, SFS is constantly looking to 
redesign the components we produce to use less material. We 
can communicate those efforts to specifiers, but what does it 
mean for a project in practice?

If we reduce the amount of material too far then performance 
starts to reduce. The knock-on effect is that you start to need 
more components within the system to deliver the same 
performance you had before; a counter-productive outcome in 
terms of both cost and embodied carbon.

Talking to a manufacturer about what your project needs, and 
how best that can be provided, helps to produce the optimum 
solution. By way of illustration, SFS’ thermal solutions  include 
the NVELOPE® Project Builder tool, which gives specifiers 
project-specific thermal calculations, together with rail and 
bracket spacings and a budget cost per square metre.

We work with you to ensure that the bracket specification 
provides the right tensile strength to meet the project 
requirements. By avoiding over-specification of the number of 
brackets, we not only keep material use down, but the total 
number of fasteners needed is lower (a further material saving) 
and the system takes less time to install (faster site operations, 
fewer vehicle movements and so on).

The alternative: specifying on cost alone
As we explain in detail in the second white paper in this series, 
more brackets in a subframe system increases the point thermal 
heat losses through the façade. The insulation layer in the facade 
therefore has to be thicker to compensate, which means a 
subframe with more and/or longer brackets to accommodate the 
extra insulation and maintain the required air gap behind the 
cladding.

Download: ‘The effects of thicker insulation in rainscreen 
cladding subframe systems’ 

In turn, an increased frequency of brackets means a greater 
thermal bridging effect, and the cycle repeats. The end result is 
a wall that keeps increasing in thickness with no corresponding 
improvement in performance.

On one project where we supplied a specification, a decision 
was taken to switch from our brackets to another manufacturer’s 
brackets. The alternative specification was cheaper on a ‘per 
bracket’ basis, but needed five brackets for every three SFS 
brackets that would have been used.

Designing for durability and resilience
Specifications should also be made with the long term in mind. 
Selecting components that are capable of performing for the 
desired building design life, and beyond, means the material 
used is put into service for longer.

The point at which the material needs to be maintained or 
repaired, or replaced and put back into the scrap aluminium 
ecosystem, is therefore delayed, reducing longer-term carbon 
emissions.

As part of that, specifications should take a view on future 
climate conditions. If a subframe specification is resilient then it 
takes away decision-making from someone in the future who 
had no say in the original specification, and will likely by faced 
with much more restrictive carbon budgets than are currently in 
place.

Considerations like these fall under the umbrella of delivering 
‘robust specifications’. SFS has written extensively about robust 
specifications, including a white paper series. If you’d like to find 
out more, you could start from the beginning of the series.

Download: ‘Robust building envelope specifications: are 
we failing to plan or planning to fail? Paper 1: Defining 
robust specification’  

Alternatively, the seventh paper in the series looks at durability 
and resilience, and explores in more detail what a robust building 
envelope specification is when it comes to corrosion and 
warranties.

Download: ‘Robust building envelope specifications: are 
we failing to plan or planning to fail? Paper 7: Corrosion, 
warranties and supply chain challenges’ 

https://uk.sfs.com/systems/thermal-solutions
https://uk.sfs.com/content/files/7082%20-%20UK/Downloads%20PDFs/Rainscreen/Rainscreen%20Whitepaper%20-%20The%20effects%20of%20thicker%20insulation%202023%20-%20Digital.pdf
https://uk.sfs.com/content/files/7082%20-%20UK/Downloads%20PDFs/Rainscreen/Rainscreen%20Whitepaper%20-%20The%20effects%20of%20thicker%20insulation%202023%20-%20Digital.pdf
https://uk.sfs.com/knowledge-hub/sfs-talks/specifications/planning
https://uk.sfs.com/knowledge-hub/sfs-talks/specifications/planning
https://uk.sfs.com/knowledge-hub/sfs-talks/specifications/planning
https://uk.sfs.com/knowledge-hub/sfs-talks/specifications/corrosion-warranties
https://uk.sfs.com/knowledge-hub/sfs-talks/specifications/corrosion-warranties
https://uk.sfs.com/knowledge-hub/sfs-talks/specifications/corrosion-warranties


EPDs and whole life carbon
reporting
It may not have escaped your attention that the structure of this 
document so far has taken in the sourcing and manufacture of 
construction products, followed by how products are specified and 
installed on site to deliver a finished building. It has also touched on 
considerations relating to the operational lifespan of the building.

What we are effectively doing is tracing the life cycle of a 
product or system – in our case, an aluminium rainscreen 
subframe. And we are considering ways in which carbon 
emissions can be reduced at each stage of that life cycle.

You may recognise this approach as very similar to the format 
used by environmental product declarations (EPDs).

What are EPDs and what is life cycle assessment (LCA)?
LCA is a formal method of analysing the environmental impact of 
a construction product, and it is carried out for five different 
stages.

•	 Product
•	 Construction process
•	 Use
•	 End of life
•	 The circular economy

The five stages are reported across four modules, A to D, each 
of which contains several numbered sub-categories. (The 
‘product’ and ‘construction process’ stages make up module A 
together.)

An EPD is a document, produced in a standard format in 
accordance with BS EN 15804, that allows construction product 
manufacturers to report the results of their LCA. An EPD can 
cover some or all of the different categories within the four 
modules.

The most important thing to be aware of, and remember, is that 
EPDs do not make a judgement on whether a product is 
‘sustainable’ or not. They are simply a reporting tool, used by 
project teams to assess the impact of their specification choices 
when looking at whole building life cycles.

What are the different modules reported in an EPD?
Not all EPDs report all of the LCA stages, and that is something 
to also keep in mind when assessing the impact of a product at 
the whole building level. The stages and modules of LCA and 
EPDs are as follows.

Product stage
•	 A1 – Raw material extraction and supply
•	 A2 – Transport to manufacturing plant
•	 A3 – Manufacturing and fabrication

Earlier, we referred to the distinction between operational and 
embodied carbon. Modules B6 and B7 deal with the operational 
aspect of the building’s life, and these must be viewed in terms 
of time. What is the design life of the building? The ‘standard’ 
assumption is 60 years, though some assessments now factor 
in a design life of 100 years or even more.

Everything else constitutes a product’s embodied carbon. The 
majority of embodied carbon is to be found in module A, and for 
that reason some people might refer to ‘embodied’ carbon when 
they actually mean only that ‘upfront’ carbon.

Operational and embodied carbon together make up whole life 
carbon. Being clear in terminology and scope of reporting is 
important for product and building LCA to be useful and 
accurate.

What modules do SFS’ EPDs report?
Different construction products incur different use stage 
emissions. Some products have short life spans and require 
routine maintenance and replacement, which incurs carbon 
emissions and other environmental impacts.

An aluminium rainscreen subframe is designed to be a durable 
system that requires little or no maintenance. The nature of its 
installation means that not all parts of it are easily accessed for 
inspection, so it should be designed with long-term service in 
mind.

For that reason, EPDs produced for SFS’s aluminium 
components currently only report on modules A1 to A3 (cradle to 
gate). They are the modules for which we can report accurately.

The nature and number of projects to which we supply subframe 
systems is so varied that it’s impossible to put a single accurate 
number to modules A4 and A5. Do we assume longer transport 
distances and penalise projects we supply only a short distance 
away? Or do we assume short transport distances and have 
projects further away under-report emissions? It is a difficult 
balance.

We’ve already talked about module B emissions: our systems 
incur few, if any, emissions during the use stage. Nevertheless, 
the direction of travel within the construction industry and EPD 
reporting is changing. Including every module will become 
mandatory, in order to improve building-level LCA.

That will mean properly accounting for how subframes are dealt 
with at the end of their life, which is what we are going to move 
on to discuss now.

Construction process stage
•	 A4 – Transport to project site
•	 A5 – Construction and installation process

Together, these first two stages cover everything up to the 
practical completion of the building.

Use stage
•	 B1 – Use
•	 B2 – Maintenance
•	 B3 – Repair
•	 B4 – Replacement
•	 B5 – Refurbishment
•	 B6 – Operational energy use
•	 B7 – Operational water use

End of life stage
•	 C1 – Destruction and demolition
•	 C2 – Transport to disposal facility
•	 C3 – Waste processing for reuse, recovery or recycling
•	 C4 – Disposal

Benefits and loads beyond the system boundary
•	 D – Reuse/recovery/recycling potential



The future of aluminium 
subframes: reuse and the circular 
economy
The typical design life, or actual use life, of a building presents the 
construction industry with significant challenges. When decisions 
about a building design or specification are made today, it’s very 
unlikely that the same people will be around in 60 years (or 100 
years!) to check their original intentions are upheld.

Faced with joint climate and biodiversity emergencies, it’s more 
important than ever before that today’s designers think about 
long-term impacts. How we deal with buildings at the end of 
their useful life, and how the construction industry can reduce 
waste associated with demolition, is vital as we look to preserve 
existing resources and minimise the extraction and use of new 
ones.

The scale of constructions waste problem
According to figures from Defra , construction and demolition 
waste alone accounts for 30% of the UK’s total waste (68 million 
of 222 million tonnes). You might think most of this is from 
demolishing buildings that are no longer needed, but a lot of 
waste is actually from new-build projects, where materials are 
ordered and simply never used.

If projects only used the quantities of material they actually 
needed, the construction industry could reduce raw material use 
by a third by 2035. This would lower embodied carbon even 
before thinking about further whole life benefits like the circular 
economy.

Imagine if this level of waste continued to be the norm as we 
construct more buildings to accommodate a growing population. 
It would give future generations a massive headache, to put it 
mildly.

Aluminium recycling is so much the norm that the industry has 
had no real need to consider these questions. Until an 
ecosystem is in place to monitor in-use performance and test 
components removed from buildings, there will always be 
uncertainty over the quality of reused components – regardless 
of their provenance or original manufacturer.

When reuse does begin to happen, it will likely be in a limited 
way. Components used in high load applications (such as high 
rise) might be put into low load applications (e.g., low-rise 
residential).
How components were fixed originally, and how they will be 
fixed in a reuse application, will need to be considered. Fixings 
are designed as single use components due to the way they are 
used and the loadings imposed on them – but they have a useful 
life of 60 or 70 years before being recycled.

Construction platforms and standardisation
The UK government is promoting construction platforms, 
especially through documents like the Construction Playbook. 
Components are essentially offered as a ‘kit of parts’; 
interchangeable and interoperable pieces of a system that is 
designed with adaptability, demountability and deconstruction in 
mind.

The idea is to ultimately view buildings as a ‘collection of 
components’, or a warehouse of its own components. 
Maximising component reuse will minimise demolition, waste 
and recycling at the end of a building’s useful life. Crucially, the 
use of raw materials will be completely optimised, helping 
generations to come who must maintain net zero to keep within 
their limited carbon budgets.

Until we reach that point, it’s essential that we start to get a 
handle on the end of life phase (module C) of LCA, and how any 
carbon savings available in module D are accounted for. 
Assuming that all materials will be sent to landfill, even though 
they could be reused, will not help specifiers to make informed 
decisions.

Nor will it help them to communicate their decisions to the 
people eventually dealing with the building at the end of its life.

Tackling the problem of waste generation means putting 
a value on materials. When little or no value is attached 
to materials then no thought is given to them being sent 
to landfill. As we saw earlier in the document, recycling 
rates of metals like aluminium are actually high. That’s 
because metals have a value, and there is an entire 
network built around collecting and recycling scrap.

Putting ‘reuse’ before ‘recycle’
But there is a reason the phrase ‘reduce, reuse, recycle’ 
is worded in that order. Wherever possible, the aim 
should be to reuse things before recycling them, 
because the associated carbon emissions are lower.

For many building components reuse is a complicated 
idea. The durability of certain materials, aluminium 
included, means reuse across multiple buildings is 
theoretically viable. In practice, though, it faces a number 
of challenges.

How do you know the component hasn’t been subjected 
to forces or conditions that have weakened it in some 
way? How do you demonstrate that it has maintained its 
performance characteristics and is safe to use on 
another project? How was it fixed in the first place, and 
can it easily be demounted ready for reuse? If it can, 
where will it be stored before it is ready for the next 
project?



Conclusion
We started this white paper with a definition of sustainability. 
Over the course of the document we’ve examined the 
sustainability of aluminium rainscreen subframes from a variety 
of angles, linked to the life cycle of products and buildings.

Inevitably, and perhaps unavoidably, most of that examination 
has centred on carbon emissions – even though we made clear 
from the outset that true sustainability is about social and 
economic factors, as well as climate ones.

Improving the measurement of carbon
For all the progress that has been made in reducing the carbon 
emissions that buildings are responsible for, the construction 
industry still has a long way to go.

“You can’t manage something that you’re not measuring 
accurately” is another phrase being used more often. It’s an 
uncomfortable truth that as we get better at measuring carbon 
across product and building life cycles, we’ll initially see 
emissions rise as we develop a more accurate understanding of 
the current picture.

Once we’re working with the most accurate figures, the industry 
will then be able to set about making greater improvements that 
really get to the heart of tackling where carbon emissions come 
from currently.

It’s true that sustainability is about more than just carbon, but it’s 
not surprising that carbon is where we need to start. 
Greenhouse gases are driving climate change, and there is so 
much focus on net zero. By driving the progress that will reduce 
carbon and deliver net zero, we can start to see the 
accompanying change that makes broader sustainability 
possible.

Broader sustainability
Sustainability is such a holistic topic, influenced by and 
influencing all aspects of life, that we must continue to make 
progress on all fronts. Design and specification solutions must 
take a long-term view, ensuring buildings are resilient and fit for 
the future.

Products will have a life cycle that spans multiple buildings (or 
multiple configurations of the same building), extending the 
useful life of the resources we do consume and saving carbon 
across longer periods of time.

Disassembly and demountability will become a common feature 
of new solutions, like construction platforms, allowing buildings 
to be maintained, repaired, adapted, reused and deconstructed.

The supply chain will change to support the circular economy, 
and information about how products were made, where their 
raw materials were sourced from, and how they have been used 
and maintained will become readily available. Components will 
be fully traceable, and impacts fully reported.

Embracing the digital agenda will enable this transformation, 
especially in terms of sustainability reporting and performance. 

As a priority, there is already a drive to digitise the traditional 
supply chain within construction, to enable a better 
understanding of the supply chain’s carbon footprint.

SFS’ UK supply chain for aluminium subframe solutions
At SFS, we are committed to playing our part in this industry 
transformation. Our supply chain for aluminium subframe 
components is mainly UK-based, which offers multiple 
advantages.

It enables better transparency and more accurate measuring of 
our environmental impact, which our customers will come to see 
through extended EPD reporting. That gives us the more 
accurate baseline from which we’ll see longer-term 
improvements that will help to reach net zero.

Reuse is not a common feature of rainscreen subframes at the 
moment, but knowing where our materials come from will only 
help to inform reuse decisions as it becomes common practice.

Where reuse isn’t possible, our membership of the CAB closed 
loop recycling scheme will allow us to play our part in ensuring 
the right aluminium products are processed for scrap to make 
similar quality extrusions.

We continue to push improvements along our supply chains, 
because the only way we can secure the future for ourselves 
and the generations to come is to ensure that future is a 
sustainable one.

Contact Us

E: ukenquiries@sfs.com
W: www.uk.sfs.com
T: +44 (0)330 0555 888

Check out the 
complete range 
of NVELOPE® 

Rainscreen Subframe 
Systems
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All information is non-binding and without guarantee. Before using the products, all specifications and calculations must be checked by a suitably 
qualified person and local regulations must be observed. This document is subject to revision. We reserve the right to make technical changes. 
01/2024 V1

SFS Group Fastening Technology Ltd.
Division Construction
153 Kirkstall Road
Leeds, LS4 2AT
ukenquiries@sfs.com
www.uk.sfs.com


