
2.2. Verifying hazardous substances
in construction materials

A basic guide to Safety Data Sheets (SDS) and 
Environmental Product Declarations (EPD)

MODULE 2

Strategic planning phase 



▪ Legislation requires SDS for hazardous 
chemicals or mixtures

▪ The relevant mixtures in construction that 
have SDS: adhesives, sealants, varnishes, 
paints, solvents, PU foams, wood 
preservatives, silicones, cement, concrete etc.

▪ An SDS is not provided for construction 
materials other than chemicals

• You can get information about chemicals in 
construction materials from the EPD

• The relevant materials in construction that 
have SDS: floor coverings, insulation plates, 
gypsum wallboards, glass wool boards, MDF 
wall panels, plywood, etc..

Construction 
chemicals with 
Safety Data 
Sheets (SDS)

Construction 
materials with 
an 
Environmental 
Product 
Declaration 
(EPD) 



SAFETY DATA SHEETS (SDS)



What are Safety Data Sheets (SDS)? 

▪ Official documents that provide 
essential information about a 
chemical substance or mixture.

▪ Required by law (e.g., EU 
REACH/CLP) to ensure safe handling, 
storage, and use of chemicals.

▪ Describe hazards, such as health 
risks, environmental risks, and 
physical dangers.

▪ Provide chemical composition 
information, including hazardous 
ingredients.

▪ Include safety instructions for 
workers, installers, and building 
managers.

▪ Help to ensure safer product 
selection in construction and 
material procurement.
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What information do SDS contain?

SDS includes 16 sections:

▪ detailing physical, health, and 

environmental hazards

▪ safety precautions for handling, storing, 

and transporting

▪ providing guidance for Personal 

Protective Equipment (PPE) 

▪ first aid and spill clean-up procedures

Most important: 
▪ Section 2. Hazard identification

▪ Section 3. Composition/information 
about ingredients and their classification

▪ Section 8. Exposure controls/personal 
protection



Section 2: check if it is a hazardous chemical 

▪ Includes hazard classification & 
communication elements

▪ Classification lists hazard classes, 
categories, and hazard 
statements

▪ Avoid chemicals classified as 
carcinogenic, mutagenic, 
reprotoxic, or with severe 
acute/organ toxicity

▪ Choose safer alternatives with 
fewer or less severe hazard 
classifications
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Section 3: check the contents of hazardous 
substances in the mixture

• Compliance vs. Safety:

Legal concentration limits don't always equal "best practice."

• Minimize Risk:

Prioritize mixtures with the lowest volume of hazardous chemicals.

• Smart Selection:

Actively choose formulas with less hazardous components to improve overall 
safety profiles.

The explanations of hazard 
categories, H-phrases can be 
found in the United Nations 
Globally Harmonized System 
of Classification and 
Labelling of Chemicals 
(GHS) 
https://unece.org/about-ghs

https://unece.org/about-ghs
https://unece.org/about-ghs
https://unece.org/about-ghs


Substances to be avoided in 
construction chemicals (1)

▪ Volatile organic compounds (VOCs): acetone, toluene, 

benzene, xylene, ethane-1,2-dithiol, n-butyl acetate, etc.

– used as solvents in paints or varnishes

– they are substances that evaporate during and after painting

– inhaling paint or varnish fumes can result in adverse health effects

like nausea, fatigue, headaches, skin and eye irritation

✓ Avoid VOCs, choose mixtures with low or no VOC (less than 10 g VOCs 

per litre)

✓ Prefer water-based paints

Formaldehyde is a
common VOC. It is often
used a such as preserving
agent, but may also be
split during the use-phase. 



Substances to be avoided in 
construction chemicals (2)
▪ Formaldehyde and the formaldehyde-releasing 

preservatives: quaternium-15, DMDM hydantoin, 

imidazolidinyl urea, diazolidinyl urea, polyoxymethylene 

urea, etc.

– formaldehyde-releasers are added to prevent microbial growth and extend

shelf life; they slowly release formaldehyde

– formaldehyde is used in pressed-wood products, such as particleboard, 

plywood, fibreboard; formaldehyde releasers is used in paints, glues, adhesives,

certain insulation materials and load-bearing (OSB particle board).

– formaldehyde is the contact allergen; it causes cancer, irritates the nose, eyes and

throat; these irritations can happen even when exposed to low levels of

formaldehyde. It makes those exposed prone to allergies.

✓ Avoid formaldehyde or 

formaldehyde-releasing agents 

and preservatives



Substances to be avoided in 
construction chemicals (3)

▪ Isocyanates: toluene diisocyanate, methylene diphenyl 

diisocyanate, etc.

– used in foams, adhesives, sealants, paints, coating products, flooring

– classified as potential human carcinogens and known to cause cancer, skin

irritation; they may cause an allergic skin reaction, may cause allergy or asthma

symptoms or breathing difficulties if inhaled, as well as respiratory irritation

– certain tasks, such as spraying, can produce very high exposure to isocyanates.

✓ Avoid health-harming ingredients that are 

isocyanates



ENVIRONMENTAL PRODUCT 
DECLARATIONS (EPD)



What are Environmental Product 
Declarations (EPD)?

▪ Standardised, third-party-verified 
documents describing the 
environmental impacts of a product.

▪ Based on Life Cycle Assessment 
(LCA) according to international 
standards (EN 15804, ISO standard 
for Type III environmental 
declarations ISO 14025).

▪ Provide transparent, comparable 
data on environmental performance.

▪ Focus on quantified impacts, not 
pass/fail criteria.

▪ Used widely in construction, 
procurement, and green building 
certifications.



What information do EPD contain? 

▪ Life cycle stages (A1–A3, A4–A5, B1–B7, C1–C4, D) 
showing the product’s full environmental footprint.

▪ Key impact categories, such as:
– Global warming potential (CO₂ emissions)

– Resource use (energy, water, raw materials)

– Waste generation and end-of-life impacts

– Air, water, and soil emissions.

▪ Product composition and technical specifications.

▪ Declared unit, e.g. “1 m²”, “1 kg”, or “1 piece” for fair 
comparison.

▪ Verification and programme operator details for 
transparency and credibility.



EPDs and chemicals

▪ EPDs must include a content declaration listing the 
materials and chemical substances contained in the 
product.

▪ The declaration must identify, at minimum, any 
substances on the Candidate List of Substances of 
Very High Concern (SVHC).

▪ SVHCs must be listed when their concentration 
exceeds 0.1% of the product’s weight.

Examples from EPDs:



EPD vs SDS — What’s the difference?

Safety Data Sheets (SDS)

▪ Focus on chemical hazards and 
safe use

▪ Required by law under 
REACH/CLP (EU)

▪ Provide hazard classifications, 
health/environment risks, and 
exposure controls

▪ Include detailed chemical 
composition, including hazardous 
substances.

▪ Guide safe handling, storage, 
transport, and emergency 
response

▪ Serve as a workplace safety and 
compliance document

Environmental Product 
Declarations (EPD)
▪ Focus on environmental impacts 

across the product life cycle

▪ Based on Life Cycle Assessment 
(LCA). Standardised under EN 
15804 and ISO 14025

▪ Provide quantified data (CO₂
emissions, energy use, waste, 
resource use)

▪ Show environmental transparency, 
not chemical safety

▪ Do not include full hazardous 
substance declarations



What are Substances of Very High 
Concern (SVHC)?

▪ Substances that may have serious
and often irreversible effects on 
human health or the environment. 

▪ Identified under the EU REACH 
Regulation, Article 57, and placed on 
the SVHC Candidate List for potential 
authorisation or restriction.

▪ Proposed when they meet criteria 
such as:
– Carcinogenic, mutagenic, or toxic for 

reproduction (CMR)
– Persistent, bioaccumulative, and

toxic (PBT)
– Very persistent and very bio-

accumulative (vPvB)
– Or when there is scientific evidence of

serious effects giving rise to equivalent
concern, such as endocrine disruption. 



Thank you!

Explore further:
NonHazCity 3 – Interreg Baltic Sea Region

https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/nonhazcity-3/
https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/nonhazcity-3/
https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/nonhazcity-3/
https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/nonhazcity-3/
https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/nonhazcity-3/
https://interreg-baltic.eu/project/nonhazcity-3/
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