
Putting the metrics behind 
sustainability at Relan.

Relan  
Environmental Footprint of Upcycled Grocery Tote

The Challenge
After marketing campaigns end, banners and billboards are 

typically disposed of or stored in warehouses indefinitely. Small 

mother-and-daughter-owned company Relan found a way to 

keep these materials out of landfills. Relan repurposes used 

billboard and banner materials into new products, such as 

bags and other accessories. PRé met Relan at the Sustainable 

Brands 2013 Conference in San Diego, USA, and was inspired  

by the products’ upcycling and end-of-life story. PRé offered to 

conduct a life cycle assessment (LCA) of Relan’s reusable and 

upcycled Grocery Tote to illustrate the environmental impacts of 

Relan’s products compared to conventional products. This would 

help Relan identify ways to further reduce the impacts of their 

products and would improve their sustainability communication 

towards customers.



What’s inside the Relan bag?
We studied the carbon and energy 
impacts of three types of bags.

The solution
We analysed three equivalent-size bags and compared them using 

the same boundaries. The scope of the study is cradle-to-grave and 

includes extraction of the raw materials, manufacturing, distribution, 

and end-of-life. We studied the following products:

• Relan Grocery Tote

• Cotton Tote (generic)

• Polypropylene bag (generic)

To maximise the benefits of our analysis for Relan, we assessed the both 

global warming potential and energy demand of the three reusable 

totes. These impacts have the best consumer recognition, and will be 

useful to Relan in their marketing and sustainability communications.

The Relan bag consists of used billboard and banner material and a 

small amount of woven polyester for the binding and handles. The 

totes are manufactured at the Relan facilities in Minnesota, USA, 

and shipped to customers using leftover cardboard boxes from the 

local food shelves. The billboard/banner material and the packaging 

materials were originally made of reused materials. Therefore, the 

production of these materials is not assigned an environmental 

impact; the impact from producing these materials belongs with 

the initial producer of the billboard or banner under the ’polluter 

pays’ principle. We do, however, include the impacts of transporting 

these materials to the Relan manufacturing facility. 



As a result of this study, 
Relan is empowered to improve 
its sustainability communication.

The Relan bag has slightly lower impacts 
than a reusable plastic bag and much 
lower impacts compared to a cotton bag. 

Results indicate the Relan bag has slightly lower impacts than  

the polypropylene bag and much lower impacts than the cotton 

tote bag. The largest driver of environmental impacts for all three 

bags is the raw material stage. Specifically, for the Relan bag, 

transporting the old banners and billboards to the manufacturing 

facility and producing the virgin polyester material used in the 

handles and binding of the bag. The manufacturing stage is a 

small source of overall impacts; therefore, focusing future impact 

reduction efforts on the raw materials could help to further reduce 

the environmental footprint of the Grocery Tote.

Business values
As a result of this study, Relan discovered the following benefits: 

•  Knowing how to speak to customers about the environmental 

benefits of its product compared to similar products – improved 

sustainability communication

•  Understanding how use of virgin materials affects the impact, 

and how using recycled materials for the handles and binding 

could benefit the total impact of the totes

•  Understanding how important the sourcing location for banners 

and billboards is for the total impact, due to the impact of 

transportation 
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The PRé Portfolio — Tools for Actionable Sustainability 
PRé has led the way in the sustainability arena for more than two decades, contributing 

greatly to the field of product and supply chain sustainability. PRé is a leader and 

innovator in conducting comprehensive sustainability analyses founded on measureable 

and meaningful metrics.

PRé offers a variety of services to guide you on the road to sustainability, from 

landscaping workshops and stakeholder engagement to sector trend analyses relevant 

to your industry. Depending on your needs, PRé can provide you with life cycle studies, 

from brief screening Life Cycle Assessments (LCA) to comprehensive and ISO compliant 

LCAs, supply chain impact scans, and product footprinting analyses. 

PRé’s team has extensive experience in the development of industry standards and 

initiatives such as the Greenhouse Gas Protocol, The Sustainability Consortium, ISO 

standards for carbon and water footprinting, United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP), and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). With our industry-specific knowledge, 

we provide our clients with the relevant metrics and tools to map out a clear path to 

success.

PRé is the developer of SimaPro, the world’s leading LCA software. We also offer the 

product evaluation web tool SimaPro Easy, which provides quick insight into your product 

sustainability performance and can be deployed across teams and locations.

Internationally, leading businesses work with PRé to integrate sustainability into their 

product development procedures in order to create business value. PRé has offices in 

the United States and the Netherlands, plus a global partner network to support large 

international or multiclient projects.

Get in Touch with PRé
Would you like to discuss your sustainability challenges with us? In the U.S., please 

contact us at +1 202 728 5087 or via email at PReNA@pre-sustainability.com. Outside 

the U.S., contact us at +31 33 450 4010 or email consultancy@pre-sustainability.com.

Find out more about what we can do for your organization at pre-sustainability.com 

United States
PRé North America Inc.
1001 Connecticut Ave NW
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Washington, DC 20036
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The Netherlands
PRé Consultants bv
Stationsplein 121
3818 LE Amersfoort
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We look forward to being your 
partner in putting the metrics 
behind sustainability.

pre-sustainability.com


