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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Dr. Ronan O’Flaherty                       Ref. No.   253/07
	Station: 
 
	Advertisement:
  
	Date:

	Today FM
	Advert  - Irish Concrete Federation
	20 September 2007


Complaint Summary:

Dr. O’Flaherty’s complaint, submitted under 24(2)(e)(General Advertising Code – 3.1.3 inaccurate or misleading), relates to an advertisement for concrete homes.  Dr. O’Flaherty states that this advertisement asserts that concrete built homes are “environmentally friendly”.  This, he believes is patently untrue, given that every tonne of cement produced emits one tonne of carbon dioxide to the atmosphere.  The average such house uses 5 tonnes of cement in its construction. The complainant claims that by no stretch of the imagination could a concrete built home be described as “environmentally friendly” given the quantity of carbon that will be emitted. Dr. O’Flaherty believes this amounts to an “inaccurate or misleading claim” contrary to Section 3.1.3.

Station’s Response: 

Today FM state that in their response that it does not feel in a position to state whether the advertisement is inaccurate or misleading in relation to carbon dioxide emissions as it is not something it is qualified to comment on. 

Advertiser’s Response: 

The advertising agency, Mindshare, passed the complaint to its client Irish Concrete Federation at its request.  The Federation in turn responded to the complaint as follows:

Irish Concrete Federation state that a lot of confusion has been created relative to the environmental performance of concrete.  It is a statement of fact, however, that the vast majority of pilot sustainability projects (such as Bed-Zed in the UK) utilise concrete as the main construction element.  

To make a holistic assessment of a building product, it is necessary to consider both the ‘construction phase’ and in the ‘in use’ phase.  Of the two phases the ‘in use’ phase is by far the most important.  Generally speaking the amount of energy and carbon dioxide used in the construction of a house accounts for approximately 10%, whereas the amount of energy/carbon dioxide used by the occupants throughout the life of a house accounts for almost 90%.  The key factor in determining whether a house is ‘environmentally friendly’ is its thermal performance.  An ‘A’ rated thermally efficient home can therefore accurately and legitimately be referred to as ‘environmentally friendly’.

Irish Concrete Federation state that it is its understanding that the advertisement is correct and proper as it cites “An A rated energy efficient concrete built home”;  the qualification being that the claim relates to homes with an A-rating for energy efficiency.  The purpose of the rating system is to inform consumers of the energy efficiency of the building: the more energy efficient the better the rating, and the better the rating the better it is for the environment.  The first official A-rated Energy Efficient Homes in Ireland are built in concrete.

In the ‘construction phase’ both embodied energy and embodied carbon dioxide are recognised as key environmental indicators.  Compared to alternative materials such as timber, the production of one tonne of concrete produces approximately 10% of the embodied energy and 12% of the embodied carbon dioxide.  Since one square metre of concrete block wall weighs more than the alternative 1 square metre of timber studs and plasterboard, both construction methods produce roughly similar amounts of embodied energy and carbon dioxide per square metre of wall.  In the construct phase timber still has a very small advantage but this is offset very early in the ‘in use phase’, primarily by concrete’s thermal mass.

Building must also be considered in the ‘in use phase’.  The key factors here are thermal performance and the durability of the product.  The thermal performance of a wall is determined primarily by the amount of insulation used and in this respect neither timber nor concrete has an advantage.  A less dominant thermal performance factor is ‘thermal mass’.

Concrete has a high ‘thermal mass’ and performs differently to timber stud/plasterboard which has low thermal mass.  Concrete will heat up more slowly but will also cool down more slowly.  Concrete acts like a storage heater absorbing heat and returning it back into a room over a period of approximately 6 hours. Thermal mass can also prevent homes from overheating.  The use of concrete often negates the need for cooling and this is why concrete is used almost exclusively in Mediterranean countries.  Cooling through 1 degree centigrade costs more than three times as heating through 1 degree centigrade and this is where concrete homes have a distinct advantage as the effect of global warming are felt.  

Irish Concrete Federation claim that referring to the properties of construction materials in their ‘primary state’ and not in their ‘processed state’ is a mal practice, designed to confuse the consumer.  They do not build with cement per se but rather with ‘concrete’ of which cement is roughly a 10% constituent.  Similarly, homes are not built with trees but rather with processed timber – which in terms of its environmental impact is a completely different proposition.  It is contended that claiming that on the one hand ‘one tonne of cement produces one tonne of carbon dioxide’ (in fact 0.8 tonnes) and that ‘trees actually absorb carbon dioxide’ is misleading.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the advertiser.  The advertisement promotes the building of ‘A’ rated energy homes in concrete.  The text is as follows:

[clapping in background]

Male presenter: It’s rate my home.  Contestants what is the best energy rating you can get?

[buzzer sounds] 

Male contestant: An ‘A’ rating.

Male presenter: Correct.  And what building material can you use to build an ‘A’ rated home?

[buzzer sounds] 

Male contestant: Concrete

Male presenter: Congratulations.  You’ve won first prize, an ‘A’ rated energy efficient concrete built home which will save you money and is environmentally friendly, because as everyone knows, [several voices in unison] concrete built is better built [clapping & hoorays]
In assessing the complaint, the Commission had to have regard to the General Advertising Codes and in particular, 3.1.3 which states: -

‘commercial communications shall not contain inaccurate or misleading claims, statements, illustrations or representations, either direct or implied’.

On hearing the advertisement, the Commission was of the view that the main message was about ‘A’ energy rated homes.  One can use concrete to build a home that can attain an ‘A’ rating for energy efficiency.  It is also in this context that the environmentally friendly reference is made.  The energy rating of houses relates to carbon footprint and an ‘A’ rated house is considered to be an energy efficient house which greatly reduces the inhabitant’s carbon footprint and thus, the reference to environmentally friendly.  The Commission acknowledges that the building of houses could by and large not be considered to be environmentally friendly.  However, the building of houses is a fact of everyday life and in order to attain some level of ecological and environmental sustainability, houses will now be rated according to how efficiently they use energy when they are either being built and/or being sold.  In the opinion of the Commission, the references in the advertisement were to this energy efficiency rating and in this context, were not misleading.  The complaint was rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(e)(General Advertising Codes; 3.3.1 misleading).       
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