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A life-cycle assessment (LCA) looks at every stage of a product’s life and assesses the impact it has
on the environment.

Use the information included on the following sheets to complete the life-cycle assessment on the student
worksheet (available as a separate download).

Challenge: Ask learners to consider why the information in the sheets is followed by superscript numbers

(references). What is a reference? How can references help us to separate fact from opinion? Why is it
important that the date is included in references?
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Tampons

Life-cycle information

Don't forget — transportation occurs at all stages in the life cycle, from transporting raw materials to
the finished product. These products will be transported long distances by lorry, rail or ship. All use
diesel fuel.

Tampons are made of several parts including an absorbent core
with threads, a cord that the core is attached to and most come with

an applicator.

@ Plastics used in tampons include polyethylene (PE), polypropylene
(PP) and polyester. Paper (from trees) and rayon (wood pulp from
trees and/or cotton) are also used.’

Obtaining and The plastics (PE, PP and polyester) used are made from non-
r ina raw renewable fossil fuels. The fossil fuels undergo processing to make
sl o Sl the plastics including fractional distillation and then polymerisation.
materials Both processes require energy from power stations.

Power stations may use fossil fuels so produce carbon dioxide and
other pollutants.

Plastics used may undergo more processing so that they have the
desired properties and have chemicals added to them to increase
their longevity.2

Manufactur[ng and The wrapper the tampon comes in is usually plastic (PP or PE). The
packaglng box packaging is usually made from cardboard.

Electricity and thermal energy are needed to manufacture tampons.
The electricity may be supplied by power stations that use fossil
fuels or renewables sources of electricity.

Tampons are single use. Tampons should not be flushed down the
toilet.

Using the It is estimated that one person may use 240 tampons each year.?
roduct The average person who menstruates can do so for about 40 years
P L in their lifetime.4

No energy is used and no pollutants are produced during use.
Tampons should be put in bins. The plastic components, including the

applicator, are considered as medical waste so are not recycled.

. The paper waste, plastic and rayon all end up in landfill. If flushed,
Disposal of the tampons can end up in waterways. Plastics in tampons take about 500

product years to break down.

If tampons are burned as part of waste management, they will release
carbon dioxide and other chemicals.
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Sanitary
pads

Life-cycle information

Don't forget — transportation occurs at all stages in the life cycle, from transporting raw materials to
the finished product. These products will be transported long distances by lorry, rail or ship. All use
diesel fuel.

Sanitary pads are made of several parts including a top and back
sheet, absorbent core, wings and adhesives.

Plastics including polyethylene (PE), polypropylene (PP) and
polyester are used to make the top and back sheets. The wings can

be made of paper (trees). The core usually contains a gel and an
absorbent material like rayon (wood pulp from cotton and/or trees)
or even polyester (plastic).®

Obtaining and
processing raw The plastics (PE, PP and polyester) used are made from non-
i renewable fossil fuels. The fossil fuels undergo processing to make
mate”als the plastics including fractional distillation and then polymerisation.
Both processes require energy from power stations.

Power stations may use fossil fuels so produce carbon dioxide and
other pollutants.

Plastics used may undergo more processing so that they have the
desired properties and have chemicals added to them in increase
their longevity.2

ManUfaCtun_ng and The pad comes in a plastic wrapper (PP or PE). The packaging is
packaging usually made from cardboard or plastic.

Electricity and thermal energy are needed to manufacture pads. The
electricity may be supplied by power stations that use fossil fuels or
renewable sources of electricity.

Pads are single use.

Usi th It is estimated that one person may use 240 pads each year.® The
Smg e average person who menstruates can do so for about 40 years in

product their lifetime. 4

No energy is used and no pollutants are produced during use.

Pads are normally disposed of in bins, so all components end up in
landfill. However, in some countries they are disposed of in natural
waterways like rivers.”

Disposal of the
product

Some plastics in pads can take about 800 years to break down.®

If pads are burned as part of waste management, they will release
carbon dioxide and other chemicals.
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Menstrual
cups

Life-cycle information

Don't forget — transportation occurs at all stages in the life cycle, from transporting raw materials to
the finished product. These products will be transported long distances by lorry, rail or ship. All use
diesel fuel.

Menstrual cups are reusable products. Most are made of one
@ component, medical grade silicone.

Silicone is a synthetic polymer,? an elastomer, so is flexible.

Obtaining and The polymer is made from naturally occurring silicon dioxide which
: is processed to produce silicon. Silicon is then processed further to
processing raw make silicone. The processing requires energy eg thermal

MEICHELS energy.'

Menstrual cups may be packaged in cardboard and/or include a

Manufacturing cotton (or other textile) bag to store the cup in.

- Electricity and thermal energy are needed to manufacture the cup.
and paCkaglng The electricity may be supplied by power stations or is supplied by
renewable resources.

Menstrual cups are reusable products. If maintained, some cups
can last up to 10 years,® but this can vary. The average person who
menstruates can do so for about 40 years in their lifetime.?

The cups must be cleaned every 12 hours during a period. Tap
Using the water and soap can be used. The soap should be fragrance free
and have a neutral pH. Some companies recommend the use of
prOd uct specialist cleaners that come in plastic bottles.’’ Some companies
also recommend specialist wipes that have a limited use.

The cup must be boiled at least once each month before use.!! It
can also be boiled after each monthly use. This requires energy and
water.

Menstrual cups are made of silicone so can be recycled. Access to
these facilities is limited.12.13

If put in a bin, they end up in landfill. The length of time for the
. breakdown of silicone depends on the condition it is in. It doesn't
DISp088| Of the break down into smaller pieces the way that plastics do. It can be
prod uct chopped up, burned or repurposed.’4

When silicone breaks down it doesn't release hazardous chemicals
into the environment.'2
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