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What is sustainable procurement? 
 
“A process whereby organizations meet their needs for goods, services, works and utilities in a 
way that achieves value for money on a whole-life basis in terms of generating benefits not only 
to the organization, but also to society and the economy whilst minimizing damage to the 
environment.”1 
 
Sustainable procurement is based on the same essen�al principles as any public procurement: 
economy, integrity, efficiency, fairness, and transparency, striving to achieve value for money. 
What is different, however, is the approach. It is more encompassing and long-term oriented, 
considering economic, environmental, and social factors at all stages of the procurement cycle, 
both in the determina�on of what to procure and how to achieve value for money.  
 
Looking at public procurement through a lens of sustainability requires thinking more about the 
“big picture” and the poten�al consequences of decisions. It is not just about mee�ng the 
needs of a program, a project, an ins�tu�on, or a country, obtaining the right quality of goods 
and services, on �me, and at a compe��ve price. It is about mee�ng procurement needs in a 
way that does not compromise the ability of future genera�ons to meet their own needs.2  
 
Sustainable procurement is a core component of a society’s efforts for achieving sustainable 
development, as clearly illustrated by the United Na�ons Sustainable Development Goals3, in 
par�cular SDG 12.7 which is about: “promo�ng public procurement prac�ces that are 
sustainable, in accordance with na�onal policies and priori�es”.  
 
Embracing sustainable procurement starts with a review of a country’s exis�ng policies, 
legisla�on, and commitments at a na�onal or interna�onal level. This legal framework will 
reflect the country’s poli�cal commitment to sustainable procurement. The applicable rules may 
contain requirements pertaining to public access to certain informa�on, requirements to treat 

 
1 Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2006): Procuring the Future: Sustainable Action Plan: 
Recommendations from the Sustainable Procurement Task Force. London, in: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a78e19040f0b6324769ae5f/pb11710-procuring-the-future-
060607.pdf 
2 World Bank, guidance on Sustainable Procurement:  
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/788731479395390605/Guidance-on-Sustainable-Procurement.pdf Sustainable 
Procurement An introduction for practitioners to sustainable procurement in World Bank IPF projects, April 2019 
3 htps://sdgs.un.org/goals 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a78e19040f0b6324769ae5f/pb11710-procuring-the-future-060607.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a78e19040f0b6324769ae5f/pb11710-procuring-the-future-060607.pdf
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/788731479395390605/Guidance-on-Sustainable-Procurement.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goals


    

2 
 

hazardous waste, or prohibi�ons on using certain building materials, manufacturing products, 
or processes that might be detrimental to the environment or the health of ci�zens. These sets 
of rules may also require the use of eco-labeled or cer�fied products or products that do not 
have a nega�ve effect on the environment. They may also entail provisions requiring suppliers 
to be industry-cer�fied and/or to make self-declara�ons concerning the products or 
manufacturing processes they use. Addi�onally, these rules may include commitments 
pertaining to the disposal of public property such as computers, construc�on equipment, cars, 
chemicals, etc. 
 
This holis�c approach leads to a more nuanced and flexible method to public procurement at all 
stages of the cycle. For instance, at pre-qualifica�on or the ini�al selec�on stage, specific 
cer�fica�on, verifica�on of an industry environmental or social standard, or a management 
system could be required. When technical specifica�ons are conformance-based, they will detail 
special atributes or characteris�cs that the procured products must meet (e.g., recyclable 
content or sustainably managed �mber). For performance-based specifica�ons, the proposed 
func�ons to be performed by the product will be included (e.g., fuel/energy efficiency). For bid 
evalua�on, qualifying criteria, minimum requirements, or performance standards can be 
introduced, as well as rated criteria and weigh�ng of scores. Mone�zing impacts (e.g., energy 
consump�on and waste) is also an op�on. Bid evalua�on can also be conducted based on life-
cycle cost or whole-life criteria, taking into considera�on all three pillars (economic, 
environmental, and social). At contract nego�a�on, corporate and social responsibility 
commitments can be nego�ated and incorporated into the contract. During contract 
implementa�on, Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) can be used to measure suppliers’ 
performance. Provisions could also be incorporated into the contract, providing for bonuses 
when KPIs are met or penal�es for non-compliance. 
 
Awards will be made to the bidder having submited the “most advantageous bid” rather than 
the “lowest-evaluated substan�ally responsive bid”. Determina�on of the most advantageous 
bid will be achieved using the factors and criteria described earlier, considering relevant costs 
and benefits, assessing risks and non-price atributes and/or life-cycle costs, or whole-life 
criteria, including disposal costs. Illustra�ng this shi� in approach, some countries have adopted 
these in their public procurement legisla�on or introduced regula�ons linked to such legisla�on 
provisions regarding the process, procedures, and oversight of public property disposal. 
 
Over the years, the emphasis on sustainable procurement has evolved from a mostly “green 
procurement” focus to a more developmental and inclusive perspec�ve where environmentally, 
socially responsible procurement (ESRP) considera�ons are front and center. Looking at the “big 
picture”, ESRP can contribute to a country’s economic development agenda and strategic goals. 
This can be achieved in different ways, for instance through the mandatory use of certain 
percentages of local labor for public infrastructure projects, leading to the crea�on of new jobs 
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in a region. Alterna�vely, it can be achieved through the introduc�on of requirements to use 
locally manufactured goods or equipment, allowing the use of margins of preferences in the 
evalua�on of bids containing locally manufactured goods or equipment, the crea�on of set-
asides, or reserving sets of public procurement contracts for pre-iden�fied categories of 
economic operators (e.g., small and medium-size enterprises, women-owned businesses, or 
disability-owned businesses). 
 
ESRP can also lead to the adop�on of more inclusive hiring and employment policies, 
prohibi�ng discrimina�on based on gender, sexual orienta�on, race, or religion. It can further 
result in the introduc�on of health and safety standards in the workplace and prohibi�on of 
certain behaviors such as forced labor, child labor, sexual harassment, sexual exploita�on, and 
abuse. Adop�ng these measures will also depend on the country’s legal framework and its 
adherence to the corresponding conven�ons and declara�ons at the interna�onal level. In line 
with the applicable legal framework and commitments, specific provisions will be incorporated 
into public procurement legisla�on, regula�ons, bidding documents, and public procurement 
contracts. 
 
Sustainable procurement comes with a lot of advantages. It can reduce total opera�ng costs by 
purchasing more efficient and beter-quality goods, works, and services. It makes the disposal 
process of products at their end of life more transparent and minimizes its social cost. It can 
help promote the market’s development capaci�es and compe��veness. It saves money on a 
long-term basis by applying life-cycle or whole-life cos�ng. From a risk management 
perspec�ve, it helps iden�fy economic, legal, and environmental threats and opportuni�es and 
contributes to developing approaches to manage them. 
 
How a country or an organiza�on embraces sustainable procurement will reflect its cultural and 
ethical values, as it reveals its willingness to incorporate considera�ons of long-term detriments 
and benefits, as well as the common global well-being in its current decision-making process. 
Decisions taken today on a na�onal level impact future genera�ons around the world. 
 
For all these reasons, sustainable procurement is smart procurement. 
 
------------------------------------------  
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