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In today’s world, where sustainability is driving
the materials we use and the practices we follow,
it is important to understand the strengths and
weaknesses of initiatives with sustainability as
their goal. More specifically, we must ask, “How
do we repair and maintain composite wood, lami-
nated stone, plastic carpet, vinyl sheetrock, PVC
plumbing pipes, water-less urinals, syndecrete,
paperstone, and even soft metal?” With the cur-
rent economic focus on overall cost savings, envi-
ronmental awareness and innovative store designs,
long term maintenance is often overlooked.
Sustainable materials can be less expensive, bet-
ter for the environment and easier to install, repair
and maintain. However, if these materials are not
properly maintained, their life expectancy can be
dramatically reduced and the cost of ownership
will quickly increase. Retailers and maintenance
companies alike can partner to ensure a sustain-
able, preventative-maintenance program is created
to preserve and extend the life of these emerging
materials. While developing these programs and
moving toward becoming a sustainable entity, we
must take a balanced approach and understand
how some materials or practices can hinder sus-
tainable growth and development.

The largest difference, outside of the manufac-
turing process, between a sustainable and non-sus-
tainable material is the preventative-maintenance
approach and its effect on long term durability
and life expectancy. For example, a luxury vinyl

tile (LVT) with a wood appearance will cost less
to maintain than a urethane-finished wood.
However, the average life expectancy can be much
less with the wrong preventative-maintenance
approach. One can argue that an LVT floor will
last 20 years with limited maintenance in the right
environment and that most urethane-finished
floors are too expensive to install and maintain.
Yet, as a group, we should always remember that
the life expectancy of any material is dependent
on its environment, maintenance program, and
the characteristics of that material. This is not
to say that a urethane-finished floor, or any natu-
ral material, is better or worse than a sustainable
material, but that the differences between the two
products must be realized. Sustainable materi-
als do not eliminate or standardize maintenance
programs; they create the need for strategic, con-
sistent, interim-maintenance programs that main-
tain cost-benefit ratios.

As sustainability drives design, we need to
understand the true costs surrounding these
new materials and how they are affected by dif-
ferent influences. Manufacturers supply recom-
mendations for the care and maintenance of
their products, so, now more than ever, consider
these recommendations prior to construction. If
we choose to ignore these recommendations, we
could be setting ourselves up for additional, long-
term costs. Enlightened with this information,
our approach must change by utilizing different
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materials to meet the varying needs of specific markets. For exam-
ple, an engineered floor is more susceptible to deterioration from
salt and snow, a composite concrete will chip easier under the
weight of a fixture, a bamboo floor will crack under extreme tem-
perature variations and a watetless urinal may require increased
maintenance in a high traffic environment. Therefore, the deci-
sion making process surrounding the use of sustainable materi-
als needs to stem from understanding the life expectancy, long
term replacement costs, preventative maintenance costs and the
suggested environment comparative to those of anon-sustainable
material. Together, retailers and service providers must commu-
nicate to ensure that the investments made in utilizing sustain-
able materials are sustainable decisions!

We now ask ourselves, “How do we implement a sustainable
preventative-maintenance program to support these new sus-
tainable materials?” Every company needs to have short term
(one year), mid-term (five years) and long-term (ten years and
beyond) goals for their preventative-maintenance program based
on brand expectations, cost of ownership, life expectancy and the
needs of the materials chosen. Once these goals are established, a
successful preventative-maintenance program can be developed.
Obviously, needs change over time, and programs will need to
be altered to meet such changes. Yet, as we know, it is better to
strategically plan than to react. Retailers can partner with their
service providers to develop programs that will meet the changes
encountered while maintaining a sustainable approach. The use
of sustainable materials is meaningless if it does not extend into
the preventative-maintenance programs established. The goal
should be to create a program that utilizes not only sustainable
chemicals and products for the preventative-maintenance ser-
vices, but to also find the efficiencies within the execution of each
program.

One can easily implement a preventative-maintenance pro-
gram using recycled materials and natural chemicals, but if the
wrong approach is taken, the additional time and materials
needed to execute the preventative-maintenance program elimi-
nate the benefit of a sustainable approach. The use of alaminated
stone may reduce materials and installation costs, but it may
increase preventative-maintenance costs. Laminated stone will
require additional cleanings in some markets, and those services
need to be combined with a recurring rain-mat program to help
extend the life expectancy. If we take an unbalanced approach, we
will potentially overspend, or, worse, reduce the life expectancy
of the material, creating an unwarranted, unnecessary replace-
ment cost. Our goal needs to include the avoidance of taking
a lower-cost, sustainable solution today and creating an addi-
tional expense later. Since we want to capitalize on sustainable
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initiatives, find the balance of using both materials and practices
that provide the desired result for both the company and the
needs of the chosen materials.

We must also be aware that, even with the right balance of
preventative maintenance services, if we do not have the right
approach in executing these services, we can reduce life expectan-
cies. Many sustainable materials require specific product usage to
ensure the material does not get damaged, further reducing the
life expectancy. This requires us to ensure written specifications
are communicated to the end user, such that we are successful
in driving our sustainable approach. If a technician attempts to
sand a paperstone as a repair, one will quickly find that they have
jeopardized the integrity of the material. Paperstone cannot be
sanded because the surface is a composite finish that can only
be achieved in a factory setting. Whether working with a single
source provider or a specialty niche provider, one should be con-
fident in the preventative-maintenance programs developed.
Educated service-providers will offer feedback on which pro-
grams encourage a sustainable approach, which materials have
a sustainable benefit and what adjustments need to be made in
order to capitalize on a sustainable approach.

In today’s market, where we are faced with maintaining
products with little-to-no history in a commercial environment,
it becomes essential to maintain an open line of communica-
tion. As we continue to use sustainable materials that improve
the environment, reduce ownership costs, simplify maintenance
and extend life expectancy, we will be continually faced with the
challenge of creating sustainable, preventative-maintenance pro-
grams. True sustainability will come not only from using envi-
ronmentally sound materials, but also from using sustainable
practices to maintain those materials and to improve the envi-
ronment today and tomorrow. Sustainability is here and now. We
must understand what it truly means to claim, “We are operating
as a sustainable entity.” O
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