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25 years of GEV

How the EMICODE® became a seal of sustainability

On June 1 and 2, 2022, the GEV celebrated the 25th anniversary of the EMICODE® at a general meeting of its members. Initiated by the GEV, the EMICODE® is the leading eco-label for the classification of low-emission installation materials and building products today. Reason enough to take a quick look back at the history of the GEV.

Until 1997, the market for flooring installation products did not have any standardized methods for the measurement of emissions from building materials. Manufacturers presented their own values, which were based on a variety of different criteria. Consumers and installers had hardly any way of comparing or evaluating the products. In order to provide reliable guidance, the “Association for the Control of Emissions in Products for Flooring Installation”, or GEV for short, was founded in Frankfurt am Main on February 24, 1997. In a first step, the nine founding companies Henkel, Ardex, Bostik, Forbo, Kiesel, Schönox, Uzin, Wakol and Ato Findley came up with the idea of a vendor-neutral testing and labeling system for their products. Thus, the EMICODE® was born. A year later, five more companies had joined the GEV and further six companies supported the initiative.

First successes were already evident in 1999. Before 1997, the total emission of volatile organic compounds (TVOCs) from commercially available dispersion adhesives was approx. 10,000 µg/m³ (10-day value). After introduction of EMICODE® class EC 1 (very low emissions), TVOC emissions from certified adhesives were not allowed to exceed 500 µg/m³. As a result of the new EMICODE® criteria, trade and industry recorded a significant drop in complaints. This led to new product developments in the early 2000s. Up until today, EMICODE® EC 1 labeled SMP-based adhesives still dominate the market.

In 2002, the Federal Environmental Agency recognized the scientific relevance of the GEV's work and promoted the creation of a product database, resulting in today's "Product Finder". Meanwhile, 11,000 products are listed there that have been awarded the environmental label EMICODE®. Already in 2004, the certified products – ranging from adhesives to primers, fillers and underlays – accounted for 90 percent of the market.

The 10th anniversary of the GEV was accompanied by drastic changes. To meet the demands of the market, the association was renamed in 2007 and now also includes the product groups adhesives and building products. In the meantime, the number of GEV members had increased to 28 German and 13 international manufacturers. The 10th anniversary was also marked by the success of the eco-label in other European countries. After about ten years of work, more than 95 percent of all carpet adhesives carried the EC 1 label.

Efforts to promote environmentally friendly materials in the building sector continued unabated in the following years. In 2009, parquet lacquers with a maximum solvent content of eight percent were able to qualify for the EMICODE® label. From 2011, lacquers with a maximum solvent content of five percent were awarded the EC 1Plus seal, which had been newly introduced the year before. In 2011, the GEV counted 45 national and 33 international companies among its members. Meanwhile, more than 3,000 products had been certified. Between 2007 and 2016, the number of companies using the EMICODE® classification system almost tripled. The GEV celebrated this excellent development on the occasion of its 20th anniversary at an international conference in Düsseldorf.

In 2020, the GEV reported another milestone. While 25 % of all building adhesives in Germany still contained solvents in 2000, this figure dropped sharply to 0.4 % in 2020. In Germany alone, around 475 million square meters of textile and resilient floor coverings were installed with EC 1 certified primers, fillers and adhesives between 1997 and 2020. It is therefore no wonder that the number of new applications for product licenses has risen steadily. In 2021, the GEV recorded a new high of 1,547 applications.

[bookmark: _Hlk106269092]Now, in 2022, the GEV celebrates its 25th anniversary. The central topic of the celebratory event is sustainability. Stefan Neuberger, chairman of the GEV board, says: "Sustainability is a concept that, in terms of emissions, has long been covered by EMICODE®-certified products. The challenge today is to determine what more can be done at the level of product improvement. The problem is that most aspects of sustainability can only be evaluated at building level. A building product that consumes little energy and few raw materials but needs to be replaced after a short time is not very sustainable.”

Klaus Winkels, the GEV’s Managing Director, adds: "It’s always a challenge to find out for new products which requirements can be imposed without compromising quality or functionality. The GEV's emission requirements go far beyond what is required by law. It must always be borne in mind that no demands are made that make a product the worse alternative in use – that would be anything but sustainable."

During the anniversary event, renowned speakers dealt with the topic of sustainability in a variety of different presentations and workshops, outlining the challenges of the coming years. In addition to "Sustainable building", the "EU Construction Products Regulation" and "Building certification according to LEED", also crucial issues such as "Circular economy" and "Product labeling" were on the agenda.

85 member companies in Germany as well as 89 international companies holding a membership with the GEV were invited to attend.
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The newly re-elected Chairman of the GEV Board, Stefan Neuberger, said on the occasion of the 25th anniversary event: "Sustainability is a concept that, in terms of emissions, has long been covered by EMICODE®-certified products. The problem is that most aspects of sustainability can only be evaluated at building level. A building product that consumes little energy and few raw materials but needs to be replaced after a short time is not very sustainable."
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Klaus Winkels, Managing Director of Düsseldorf-based GEV since 1997, emphasized that the GEV's emission requirements go far beyond what is required by law. He added that it should always be borne in mind that no requirements are imposed that would make a product the worse alternative in use, because that would be anything but sustainable.
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