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Aluminum Can
Life-Cycle Assessment

FAQ
Q. What is a life-cycle assessment?

A. A life-cycle assessment is a method of quantifying the potential environmental impact of a product through its entire life-cycle—from the extraction of the raw materials, through its production, distribution, use, disposal, and recycling. LCA involves identifying and quantifying the energy and raw materials used—and the emissions and wastes generated—in each of these life-cycle stages of a product and, ultimately, an assessment of how might the product impact the environment, and how those impacts can be minimized.
Q. Who performed the aluminum can life-cycle assessment, and what are their qualifications?
A. The Can LCA was carried out by PE Americas, a joint venture of PE International and Five Winds International. PE Americas is a recognized leader in providing life-cycle assessment and developing sustainable solutions for corporate operations and products. 

Q. Why did you do this study?

A. We did this study because U.S. consumers, retailers and other manufacturers are increasingly focused on the environmental impact of everything we consume and produce. This study is one of several steps we are taking so that our customers have the information they need to better understand the impact our material has on the environment.
Q. What were the goals and scope of this study?

A. The goal of the study is to provide the Aluminum Association, stakeholders, and life-cycle assessment practitioners with up-to-date life cycle inventory data for 8-oz., 12-oz., 16-oz., 24-oz. and 32-oz.aluminum beverage cans. The scope of the study is “cradle-to-grave/cradle”, i.e. starting with the extraction of the bauxite ore and including all processes required to produce an aluminum ingot, manufacture the aluminum beverage can, and recover and recycle the used beverage can.

Q. How does this research compare aluminum cans to other competing materials?

A. This research does not compare aluminum cans to other competing materials. It focuses on LCA for aluminum cans. It is to be provided to Walmart, the Environmental Protection Agency and the general public for their informational purposes. Our Association is committed to producing the highest-quality study so that consumers and stakeholders can make informed decisions about the relative merits of one packaging solution versus another.

Q. What processes were included in the study? 
A. The study examined all processes from bauxite mining through primary aluminum production, secondary aluminum production, can manufacturing, and used beverage can recycling. The study used two methodologies commonly used by LCA practitioners, the cradle-to-cradle closed-loop approach and the recycled content approach. In particular, the study has included all energy used for all fossil fuel productions and transportation. In the electricity case, the study traced all electrical power back to its original fuel extractions. 
Q. How was the data acquired and what are the sources? 

A. Global data was acquired from the International Aluminium Institute (IAI) for bauxite through alumina refining. North American primary production data was also sourced from IAI (IAI conducts global surveys on primary aluminum productions). North American secondary recycling and can sheet rolling data was obtained from four U.S. companies that represent a significant portion of UBC recycling and processing production. Can manufacturing data was sourced from surveys obtained from the Can Manufacturers Institute. Downstream data on can sheet fabrication is all directly measured data acquired from producers.
Q. Why were recycled content and End of Life LCI approaches included? 

A. The two LCI approaches were included because it was in our best interest to answer LCI needs from both perspectives as necessary. Wal-Mart requested recycled content metrics. Some other organizations may prefer end-of-life metrics. Both methodologies are acceptable.
Q. How does the completion of this research or release of this research change the public perception of your industry?
A. This project verifies that we have increased the efficiency of aluminum can production by 30% since the mid-1990s. This project establishes a recycled content rate of 67% for the aluminum can. This project is another example of the type of high equality, third-party, peer-reviewed transparent research that has established the green credentials of the aluminum industry.

Q. Isn’t this research an example of biased industry sponsored marketing material?

A. This project conforms to ISO methods and is peer-reviewed. The review panel includes the most respected professionals in the LCA community including Bruce Vigon from SETAC and Mary Ann Curran (U.S. EPA). In short, the Aluminum Industry made every effort to ensure the integrity and transparency of this work.

Q. Did the use of different data sources reduce the confidence in the study? 

A. The best data sources available were utilized, and all major data points were results of aggregated data directly measured from production our facilities. We have achieved the highest possible data quality evaluation scores in data quality assessment. The study itself was peer reviewed with a high level of confidence in meeting ISO standards for life cycle analysis.

Q. What is the Aluminum Industry’s Carbon Footprint? (aka Greenhouse gas intensity)

A. This study establishes the carbon footprint for 1000 aluminum cans. The study uses two methodologies, resulting in two carbon footprint numbers. 

Using the closed loop approach, the GHG Intensity of 1000 aluminum cans is 131.5 kg of CO2 equivalent. 

Using the recycled content approach the GHG Intensity of 1000 aluminum cans is 113.8 kg of CO2 equivalent. 
Q. Why are these two numbers different?

A. The Closed Loop Method accounts for environmental benefits from recycled products at end of life. The recycled content method measures environmental benefits from all recycled aluminum used to fabricate aluminum cans. The CO2 footprint resulting from these two methodologies reflects this difference in counting the benefits of recycling aluminum. 
Q. How does the industry intend to further reduce the carbon footprint of the aluminum can?
A. The aluminum industry will further improve production efficiencies in its upstream operations and work with can manufacturers to further reduce the gauge of their beverage cans and ends as well as to improve the used beverage can recycling rate.

