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1. Introduction  

Why is public procurement important when it comes to bioeconomy? 

Public procurement affects a substantial share of world trade. Government expenditure on works, goods 
and services represent around 13% of EU GDP, accounting for roughly EUR 2 trillion annually (European 
Commission, 2019b). Public procurement acts as a driver to advance considerations in purchasing. Public 
institutes and municipalities are among the major purchasing powers and thus have the potential to 
influence the market. Thus, public procurement plays a vital role in Europe’s economic performance. The 
tremendous power from the European public sector can be used as a market pull mechanism to help 
boost the market of bio-based products and their associated services. The potential of green public 
procurement to mitigate climate change and help the transition of our linear economy to a circular 
economy has been recognized by international institutions like the OECD or the EU but is also promoted 
via initiatives on the municipal level. 

By harnessing the potential of public procurement to foster circularity and by lowering the barriers of 
purchasing innovative bio-based products and services, public procurement can help to lead the opening 
of new markets of bio-based products in Europe. 

What is “green public procurement”? 

The common European definition of Green Public Procurement (GPP), included in the Communication 
from the European Commission on GPP is:  

“Green Public Procurement is a process by which public and semi-public authorities decide to purchase 
products, services, works and contracts in the special sectors with a reduced environmental impact during 
its life cycle compared to products, services, works and contracts in the special sectors with the same 
basic utility as if they had been acquired from another way” (Communication from the Commission to the 
European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of 
the Regions Public Procurement for a Better Environment, 2008). 

In a report from the EU from 2005 titled “Green public procurement in Europe” the definition reads: “GPP 
is the approach by which public authorities integrate environmental criteria into all stages of their 
procurement process, thus encouraging the spread of environmental technologies and the development 
of environmentally sound products, by seeking and choosing outcomes and solutions that have the least 
possible impact on the environment throughout their whole life-cycle” (Bouwer et al., 2005). 

In a broader conceptual framework, GPP is but one of sustainable public procurement (SPP)’s components 
(European Commission, 2017) which encompasses the three pillars of economic, social and 
environmental responsibility. Since this report focuses on environmental considerations in the public 
procurement context rather than social and economic sustainability aspects, it will use the “label” GPP, 
although in praxis and in literature, these concepts aren´t always clearly separable.  
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1.1 Outline, structure and aim of public procurement research as part of the policy 
learning platform of Bioregions Facility  

Working modalities and link to Bioregions Facility  

Networking and connecting regions in terms of contacts, knowledge, peers, markets, policies and 
infrastructures is at the heart of the Bioregions Facility. While the Facility is still rather new, one of the 
first steps for a fruitful cooperation is for the different regions to get a good understanding of each other, 
of themselves in relation to each other and to develop suitable profiles.   

Work in the Policy Learning Platform of the Bioregions Facility focuses on aiding policy makers and policy 
making in the interaction of governance, markets and society. One of the vehicles of this interaction is 
public procurement.   

The aim of this report is to present an in-region analysis combined with regional exchange to help the 
regions getting to know their status quo, get insights on how other regions handle Green Public 
Procurement and to facilitate positive change in products and services considering factors relevant to 
bioeconomy and sustainability in their procurement. 

Roadmap 

Public procurement acts as a driver to advance considerations in purchasing. Public institutes and 
municipalities are among the major purchasing powers and thus have the potential to influence the 
market. Public procurement can help in the profiling of a region, and in communicating and implementing 
bioeconomic strategies.  

Phase 1. One-on-one in-region mapping: What are the structures, institutions, strategies, bureaucratic 
requirements, infrastructures, relevant actor groups and cooperation between them? What are the 
current or planned public procurement rules? What is the goal of regions to influence as per public 
procurement? What are drivers and experiences with the current procurement rules?  

EFI Secretariat contacted each region with leading questions to develop in a dialogue a mapping profile 
of each region with regards to plans, structures and experiences. This has been developed in a series of 
(online) interviews as well as through deskwork, activating the relevant regional stakeholders.  

Phase 2. Experience sharing: The results of the regional mapping were presented in a webinar among the 
participating regions for highlighting different strategies and experiences regarding public procurement. 
Each region had the opportunity to discuss the experiences and plans in exchange.  

Output   

While the webinar and regional interactions have been crucial elements of this process, one of the 
tangible outputs of the first two phases is this report on regional profiles, challenges and ways forward of 
green public procurement. The centrepiece of this report consists of the regional profiles for the three 
regions, including the findings from interviews, webinar and online document. This is bordered by an 
introduction of the most important EU directives pertaining to public procurement at the beginning and 
a summary section where ways forward, common challenges and what regions can learn from one 
another are discussed at the end of the report. The regional factsheets which present the most important 
findings of the main section in an abbreviated and clear manner can be found in the Annex of this report.  

As an outlook, the results of the next phases will complement and continue this report: 
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Phase 3. What exists? Review of potential public procurement foci. What could and should public 
procurement rules influence? This phase will start with a literature review of different concepts: green / 
sustainable / innovative public procurement concepts, their drivers and results. The results are 
summarized as part of the final report and before that introduced in the regional discussions for goals of 
public procurement development.  

Phase 4. What could be better? Study of best examples: Phase 3 is followed by a study of current 
procurement rules in Europe and a comparison to the best globally available procurement guidelines. The 
overall goal is the identification of public procurement policies to enhance forest-based products and 
services e.g. wood in construction. And where possible to highlight the success of each example, to arrive 
at a set of drivers, impacts and recommendations for the regions to consider for their own 
implementation.  
 

2. EU public procurement directives 

Before the regional profiles are presented, it is important to get background information on relevant EU-
legislation, governing the public procurement rules in Europe.  

In 2014, the Council of the European Union and the European Parliament adopted two directives aimed 
at simplifying public procurement procedures and making them more flexible. EU countries had until April 
2016 to transpose the new rules into national law (except with regard to e-procurement where the 
deadline was October 2018). 

The old directives (directive 2004/18/EC - the ‘classical public sector directive’ - and directive 2004/17/EC 
- the ‘utilities directive’) were replaced with the following: 

• Directive 2014/24/EU on public procurement; 

• Directive 2014/25/EU on procurement by entities operating in the water, energy, transport and 
postal services sectors; 

• Directive 2014/23/EU on the award of concession contracts. 

The new rules seek to ensure greater inclusion of common societal goals in the procurement process. 
These goals include environmental protection, social responsibility, innovation, combating climate 
change, employment, public health and other social and environmental considerations (European 
Commission, 2019b). 

In terms of GPP, the following sections of the directives are worth attention: 

• Defining the requirements of a contract: Technical specifications, laying down the characteristics 
required of a works, service or supply may include amongst others environmental and climate 
performance levels (Article 42 and Annex VII of Directive 2014/24/EU and Article 60 and Annex 
VIII of Directive 2014/25/EU). 

• Use of labels: Conditions for using labels to purchase works, supplies or services with specific 
environmental, social or other characteristics in the technical specifications, the award criteria or 
the contract performance conditions are laid out in Article 43 of Directive 2014/24/EU; and Article 
61 of Directive 2014/25/EU. 

• Lowest price award and life-cycle costing (LCC): Awarding public contracts on the basis of the most 
economically advantageous tender is provided as part of Article 67 of Directive 2014/24/EU; and 
Article 82 of Directive 2014/25/EU. The Most Economically Advantageous Tender (MEAT) is a 
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method of assessment that can be used as the selection procedure, allowing the contracting party 
to award the contract based on aspects of the tender submission other than just price. The EU 
legislation states that the most economically advantageous tender from the point of view of the 
contracting entity shall be identified on the basis of the price or cost, using a cost-effectiveness 
approach, such as life-cycle costing and may include the best price-quality ratio, which shall be 
assessed on the basis of criteria, including qualitative, environmental and/or social aspects, linked 
to the subject-matter of the contract in question 

• Innovation partnerships: Where a contracting authority wishes to purchase goods or services, 
which are not currently available on the market, it may establish an innovation partnership with 
one or more partners. This allows for the research and development (R&D), piloting and 
subsequent purchase of a new product, service or work, by establishing a structured partnership. 
The procedure for establishing an innovation partnership is set out in Article 31 of Directive 
2014/24/EU. 

• Consulting the market: The procurement directives specifically allow for preliminary market 
consultation with suppliers to get advice, which may be used in the preparation of the procedure. 
Article 40 of Directive 2014/24/EU. 

EU legislation on public procurement must be applied when the value of a tender exceeds a certain 
threshold. The thresholds, which determine when EU regulations are applied, depend on the object of 
purchase and who makes the purchase (table 2). These thresholds are reviewed regularly and the 
amounts are adjusted slightly. In the case of below-threshold tenders, only national regulations for public 
procurement apply. Nevertheless, the principles of transparency and equal treatment generally 
applicable in the EU should be respected. 

Table 1 Contract value thresholds above which EU-legislation applies (e.g. an invitation to tender must be published throughout the 
EU, Most Economically Advantageous Tender (MEAT)) 

Type of contract Threshold 

Public works  5,350,000 € 

Service contracts  139,000 € 

Supplies contracts 139,000 € 

All other supplies and services in the sectors of water, energy and transport  428,000 € 

Regardless of price volume and type pf contract, it is worth mentioning that sustainability or 
environmental criteria in tenders must be integrated in the early stages of the process as selection criteria, 
technical specifications, award criteria or contract performance clauses: 

• selection criteria are used to assess the ability of an operator to perform a contract. They can only 
include criteria specifically related to the subject matter of the contract. (example for GPP 
selection criteria for furniture according to EU GPP toolkit: technical ability of tenderer to ensure 
compliance with obligations of the EU Timber Regulation) 

• technical specifications are used to set minimum requirements that must be met by all tenders. 
They must relate to the characteristics of the work, supply or service being purchased. (example 
for GPP technical specifications for furniture according to EU GPP toolkit: the tenderer shall 
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refurbish the furniture items provided by the contracting authority according to the specified 
requirements) 

• award criteria are used to stimulate additional environmental performance, but are not 
mandatory (example for GPP award criteria for furniture according to EU GPP toolkit: points shall 
be awarded when all wood-based panels used in the furniture have formaldehyde emission rates 
that are equal to or less than 65% of the E1 threshold limits for formaldehyde emissions (as 
defined in the EU GPP Criteria annex)) 

• contract performance clauses – specify how a contract must be carried out. Relevant to service 
contracts (example for GPP contract performance clauses for furniture according to EU GPP 
toolkit: the contracting authority is entitled to carry out spot checks regarding compliance with 
Technical Specifications for all or a specified sub-set of the wood-containing furniture products 
used under the contract. Upon request, the contractor should provide evidence to demonstrate 
compliance with the EU Timber Regulation). 
 

3. Regional profiles 

3.1 North Rhine Westphalia 

General description 

North Rhine-Westphalia is the most populous of the 16 states in Germany with around 18 million 
inhabitants, gathering 22% of the national population (526 inhabitants per km2). The regional GDP was 
around EUR 697 billion in 2018 (Eurostat 2020). In 2018, the NRW federal state accounted for 21% of the 
German GDP maintaining its status as the country's economically strongest region. Regarding the 
employment sectors, 70% are employed in services, 25% in the industry and construction sector and 0,7% 
in the agricultural sector. The leading sector in the industry is mechanical engineering. The forestry and 
timber industry employ around 160.000 employees subject to social insurance contributions and 31,000 
marginal part-time workers. The Forestry and Wood Sector Cluster achieved a turnover of EUR 39,49 
billion in 2014. With about 7% of the turnover and 9% of the employees in the manufacturing industry, 
the Economic Cluster Forestry and Wood is a considerable economic factor in NRW (Umweltministium 
NRW n.d.). 27% of the land area or around 910.000 hectares (ha) are covered by forests. Renowned 
companies regarding forest machinery and particleboard production, are present in the region.  

The most recent EU-directives on public procurement has been translated to national laws in Germany in 
April of 2016. The laws are the GWB (Gesetz gegen Wettbewerbsbeschränkung = Law against restriction 
of competition) part 4 and additional the VGV (Vergabeverordung = Public Procurement Regulation) 
which govern the practical implementation of procurement above the EU-thresholds.  

For procurements below the EU-thresholds there is the UVGO (Unterschwellenvergabeordnung = Sub-
threshold awarding regulations). Due to the implemented UVGO in NRW, the rules for public procurement 
procedures are very similar for big and small tenders, but the smaller the tender, the simpler the process 
can be (e.g. tender must not be published in the whole EU, deadlines can be shorter). This regulation is 
applied by the „Law on Tariff Loyalty and Public Procurement” of Nordrhein-Westfalen (TVgG NRW). 

Public procurement statistics and facts and figures  

There are currently no statistics on public procurement present in Germany. Since October 2020, 
Germany has implemented the basis to collect public procurement with the help of the Federal Statistical 
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Office (DESTATIS). The legislative basis that specifies how data is collected provides the “Ordinance on 
Awarding Statistics” of 2016 (Vergabestatistikverordnung).  So, the process of data collection is ongoing. 
It is now mandatory to supply data if the value of a tender exceeds EUR 25.000. The data to be supplied 
also includes a section on sustainability. “Sustainability” in this data is considered to include ecological, 
social and also innovation criteria in public tenders. How the data can be evaluated in these regards is 
questionable. It can be assumed, that the statistical meaningfulness of the data regarding the inclusion 
of environmental criteria will be low, because different things are combined and not captured in detail. 
Due to the fact, that the data collection process just started in October 2020, the fist reliable data will be 
present when the year 2021 is fully evaluated. Depending on how long the evaluation of the data takes 
and how long extension period for data delivery will be, the first statistics will be ready early to mid of 
2022.  

Right now, in 2020, only estimations for the volume of public procurement are available. The Federal 
Government´s estimation for public procurement volume for the whole republic per year are between 
EUR 280-360 billion. An EU Commission estimation is around EUR 400 billion. This is approximately 10 to 
15 percent of the national GDP. The procurement transactions of the public authorities account for about 
12 per cent of federal, about 30 percent on state and about 58 percent at the municipal level. So, 
municipalities account for most of the public procurement in terms of volume. The volume of public 
procurement in North Rhine-Westphalia is estimated between EUR 40 to 100 billion per year which 
translates to around 6,4-16% of the regional GDP (Landesregierung NRW, 2020a). 

Key goals drivers and philosophy  

The aim of the current public procurement rules in NRW is to ensure economical purchasing through 
transparent and fair competition, so that taxpayers' money is used economically and appropriately, while 
at the same time addressing the companies in the market - especially small and medium-sized enterprises. 
In addition, it is to be prevented that the state, as a large buyer on the market, abuses its market strength. 
A further goal is to open up public procurement markets in the EU through transparent and non-
discriminatory procedures for all potential European candidates for public contracts (Landesregierung 
NRW, 2020b). 

In the NRW state administration, purchasing is currently organized and carried out mainly by each 
department on its own responsibility. The degree of centralization within the departments varies and only 
in rare cases are products procured across departments. This means that purchasing is carried out by 
numerous authorities of the State of NRW and can be characterized as decentralized. 

This state procurement law (TVgG NRW) was changed in NRW in 2018 and has ben radically shortened. 
Before 2018 NRW had a comprehensive and detailed procurement law on state level (Bundesland level), 
which included e.g. that life-cycle costs and environmental and energy efficiency criteria should be 
considered when awarding contract, thus establishing environmental standards in public tenders. The 
revised law is now very short (4 paragraphs) and does not include ecological standards anymore, but 
merely focusses on ensuring compliance with collective agreements and minimum wages in the award of 
public contracts. 

Abolishing ecological standards in procurement law leads to:  
i) a procurement, where many won´t include ecological criteria; 
ii) a bad signal to the economy if established ecological and social rules break away; 
iii) the creation of a “rag rug” of the procurement processes in NRW.   
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This rag rug is the result of a lack of legal guidance and commitment in public procurement under the 
current state legislation and leads to the consequence that GPP is not implemented at a broad scale but 
is often the initiative of an individual department or agency within a public institution. Although from a 
legal point of view, there is no more commitment towards the integration of environmental standards in 
public tenders on a federal state level, municipalities can go on with their procedures that they did before 
2018 voluntarily. This means that theoretically the ca. 400 municipalities in NRW can make their own rules 
in these regards for tenders below the EU thresholds. This means for companies, that earlier all 
municipalities operated in the same framework and now there could be theoretically 400 municipalities 
that do thigs in different manners. There could be even more than 400 ways of operation, because 
municipalities – especially small municipalities- do their procurement decentralized, so one authority 
procures differently than another authority in a municipality. This signals complexity to the market. 

According to interviewed partners in NRW there is an overall positive trend of municipalities that have 
been active in the inclusion of ecological and social criteria in the public procurement procedures is 
perceived in the region, but there is also a high level of uncertainty on how to deal with the new law and 
implemented own council orders to create a guideline with criteria and commitments on municipal level 
to replace the former state law.  

The impression of interviewed partners is, that the number of municipalities that commit to ecological 
and social aspects in the public procurement process is growing and that the municipalities also develop 
a sense for the broader context of these topics. Municipalities broaden their field of view from maybe on 
pilot project to more projects. Some municipalities even develop strategies including time frames and 
authorities, acknowledging a high priority to a strategic procurement (also to steer and reach political 
goals). Such strategic approaches can be found mainly in big municipalities/cities (e.g. Dortmund and 
Essen), which know that they 
have a big demand and weight on 
the market and which have 
structures that facilitate the 
employment of professional 
procurers. In small municipalities, 
public procurement is a side-
business, and they don´t have a 
central procurement body or 
their own procurement 
strategies.  

Award criteria  

An award procedure in NRW is typically conducted with the aim of finding the most economical offer, i.e. 
the offer with the best price-quality ratio. Other award principles to be observed are the principle of 
transparency, principle of competition and principle of equal treatment. Ecological, social or innovative 
requirements with regard to the object of the service or the performance of the service or the 
maintenance or promotion of sustainable working and living conditions can be defined by the awarding 
authorities on a case-by-case basis and precisely tailored and used as a basis for the award decision. 

When procurement is strategic and commits to sustainability, the focus for product criteria relies on 
quality seals like Blue Angel, FSC, EU Ecolabel, because it is easy to implement, especially if a municipality 
just starts to reflect on sustainability in public procurement. The more experience and the more 

Take away messages: 

➢ Because of the revised procurement law and the resulting rag 
rug of procurement procedures in NRW there are no coherent 
key goals or a shared vision regarding green public 
procurement  

➢ Lack of guidance and creation of uncertainty through the 
revision of the procurement law 

➢ Drivers towards green public procurement are dedicated 
individuals, voluntary initiatives and present strategies 
(currently present mainly in big cities) 
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municipalities are willing to go to product groups that don´t have such quality seals, the more 
municipalities go to other means of proof the sustainability (e.g. comprehensive concepts are required, 
questionnaires are developed, etc.). A questionnaire could include several criteria and per criteria several 
proofs, that are accepted to show compliance with criteria. The results are flowing into the evaluation 
process. This “soft” approach allows for several proofing opportunities, which facilitates compliance, 
rather than hard criteria, that could lead to the exclusion of certain offers, which do not comply with the 
criteria. 

Products 

Since there is no regional bioeconomy strategy, nor other strategies focusing on green public 
procurement, there are no comprehensive criteria for product and service groups which would foster the 
incorporation of environmental considerations into tenders. Although the German bioeconomy strategy 
2020 does mention that public procurement is an “important instrument for supporting the market 
establishment of biobased products” (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung, 2020), it does not 
set out criteria for product and service groups relevant for the bioeconomy. Although info sheets, relevant 
to GPP can be found scattered for Germany (e.g. info sheet on sustainable procurement for offices 
(Institut für Zukunftsstudien und Technologiebewertung, 2016), or the info sheet on a “renewable office” 
(Fachagentur Nachwachsende Rohstoffe, 2015)), there is no consolidated document containing 
environmental criteria for product groups relevant for PP. This would be a crucial step, since for GPP to 
be effective, it requires the inclusion of clear and verifiable environmental criteria for products and 
services in the public procurement process. 

During the preparation of this report, it could not be identified to what extent municipalities in NRW use 
provided guidance from the EU in form of the “Buying green handbook” (European Commission, 2016) or 
the “Green public procurement toolkit” (European Commission, 2019a) is used to include innovative, 
social or environmental criteria in the public procurement process.  

The “Buying green handbook” is the European Commission's main guidance document to help public 
authorities buy goods and services with a lower environmental impact. It is also a useful reference for 
policy makers and companies responding to green tenders. 

The “GPP Training Toolkit” is designed for use by public purchasers and by GPP trainers, or integration in 
general public procurement training courses and workshops. It consists of six independent training 
modules including:  

1. Introduction to GPP - The role of GPP as a tool for achieving environmental benefits and policy 
objectives. 

2. strategic aspects of GPP - Guidance on how GPP can be implemented and managed within a public 
administration. 

3. legal aspects of GPP - The legal framework for GPP, according to the 2014 Procurement Directives. 
4. needs assessment - How to carry out needs assessment for GPP before tendering. 
5. GPP and circular economy - Practical guidance for using GPP to support the transition towards a 

circular economy. 
6. Market engagement - why market engagement can help strengthen GPP and practical steps to 

implementation. 

It also includes ten operational modules, each one with an emphasis on specific products or services, 
including GPP criteria, environmental impacts, and green alternatives with PowerPoint presentations and 
accompanying guidance from EU GPP criteria for products and services. 
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1. Computers and monitors 
2. Copying and graphic paper 
3. Furniture 
4. Indoor cleaning service 
5. Office building design, construction and management 
6. Paints, varnishes and road markings 
7. Road designs, construction and maintenance 
8. Road lighting and traffic signals 
9. Road transport 
10. Textile products and services 

Nevertheless, the website of “Kompass Nachhaltigkeit”1  provides practice examples in NRW, where 
environmental and social criteria have been included into public tenders (Kompass Nachhaltigkeit, n.d.). 
There are several examples on work clothing, office materials, wood-products and furniture. Due to the 
fact, that it is not obligatory to report examples to Kompass Nachhaltigkeit, it can be assumed, that more 
positive examples of green public procurement are present in the region.  

Planned changes 

Ministry of economics NRW stated in an interview that was conducted for the Bioregions facility, that 
although no legislative change back to the inclusion of environmental standards in public tenders is 
planned, the ministry is active in fostering green public procurement by developing practical tools in form 
of guidance documents on how to include environmental and social concerns in public tenders.  

Pathways, challenges and opportunities  

As described above, the change in the public procurement law in NRW brought several challenges. A 
federal law on public procurement that would include the mandatory consideration of sustainability and 
environmental criteria as well as guidance for municipalities towards the implementation and a regional 
bioeconomy strategy, that would establish environmental criteria for products and services would be an 
opportunity to unify procurement processes in NRW and bring stability and guidance in the public 
procurement processes. As for now, GPP is not implemented at a broad scale and is often the initiative of 
an individual department or agency within the government. This leads to fragmented implementation 
efforts and results. The statement in interviews and the wish for more guidance when it comes to the 
integration of environmental standards could partially be met by the available documents and training 
from the EU, i.e. Buying green handbook and the EU GPP toolkit, which include not only advanced training 
material and GPP criteria but also useful links to projects and excel sheet which can help to calculate Life-
cycle costs (LCC) for different products and services and thus provide a valuable asset in the strategic and 
green procurement of municipalities and public agencies. Furthermore, there is the “GPP 2020 – 
procurement for a low-carbon economy” webpage (https://gpp2020.eu/), which shows beside best-
practice examples also has advanced training material on GPP present in German language. 

 

1 The Kompass Nachhaltigkeit has been founded in 2010 by the German Association for International Cooperation (GIZ) 

and informs and supports procurers at all levels of government to take greater account of social and environmental 
concerns in public purchasing 
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A challenge in NRW is the degree of decentralization in procurement. Municipalities are working 
autonomously when it comes to procurement and even inside a municipality there are different 
approaches to public procurement. Decentralized procurement means that there are several authorities, 
procuring independently. In decentralized systems, a central procurement body is only integrated for 
procurements over a certain threshold, but only to be sure that the process is in alliance with current 
legislation. The determination of technical specifications or selection or award criteria for the service or 
product, where environmental, innovative and social aspects can be considered are made decentralized. 
In a centralized procurement approach, the central procurement body lies down e.g. social and 
environmental criteria for tenders. With the decentralized approach, many people must have the 
knowledge of the complex processes and legal framework to foster green public procurement. 

A possibility to meet the challenge is to switch from a decentralized to a centralized approach like 
Dortmund and Essen did. For (smaller) municipalities, where public procurement is considered a side-
business, so a central procurement body is not financially worthwhile, there is the possibility to “team 
up” and conduct public procurement jointly. On the one hand this is interesting for municipalities because 
it´s more efficient, since it saves working time and costs. On the other hand, this can be limiting, because 
in procurement coalitions the specifications and awarding criteria for the service/product to be procured 
must be made jointly, meaning that compromises have to be found. The “Kommunalagentur NRW” is 
enabling municipalities to procure jointly and setting up framework agreements in these regards. What 
speaks for this approach, especially pertaining to social and ecological criteria is that the knowledge about 
these things does not have to present many times in a decentralized manner, but only in one joint 
procurement body. Municipalities could even spread out the necessary knowledge, so that every 
municipality has a certain expertise for specific product groups and services and the knowledge as well as 
the tenders are then bundled in the coalition of municipalities. What limits the implementation of 
municipal procurement coalitions is the wish for autonomy. Further initiatives for municipalities and cities 
to join together are e.g. Fair-trade towns or the “Netzwerk der Biostädte” (Network of bio-cities). These 
initiatives, where cities or municipalities join together to establish communication and self-inflicted rules, 
including on public procurement are voluntary. 

Another challenge is the professionalization of public procurement. Municipalities often see public 
procurement as a side business and thus there is a lock of strategic orientation in public procurement 
processes. Furthermore, in Germany there is no profound procurement training or education for public 
servants. So, a potential would be to strengthen the training, especially in strategic and sustainability 
regards to professionalize the people responsible for public procurement.  

 

3.2 North Karelia 

General description 

North Karelia has 163.000 inhabitants, 89% of the total area is forest (1,5 mio ha), it has 13 municipalities 
and it is recognized as a strong forestry cluster (7,6 inhabitants per km2). More than half of the energy 
used in the region is renewable (64%). There are approximately 60.000 jobs in North Karelia. Around 70 
% of jobs are in services, just under 25 % in processing and 6 % in primary production. The region has 
approximately 11.000 workplaces. While it has a strong focus on exports, the wood and forest sector 
employ 6.000 people from which 10% are scientists and the turnover of the business is ca. EUR 1,7 billion 
annually. In the region, the different actors have created an open innovation platform on forest 
bioeconomy called the GreenHUB (Regional Council of North Kaerlia, n.d.).  
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The EU Procurement Directives on public procurement and the Finnish National Procurement Act govern 
the rules for public procurement in North Karelia. The Procurement Act contains commonly applicable 
provisions as well as its own regulations for procurements above and below the EU threshold. The “North 
Karelia Procurement Agency” acts as the regional joint procurement unit and procures tenders of 65 
public partners, including all municipalities in North Karelia. The concluded co-operation agreement does 
not oblige to tender for all procurements through a procurement operation, but the co-operation parties 
may also tender for their procurements themselves. According to the conducted interviews in North 
Karelia, many environmental criteria and factors relevant for bioeconomy (e.g. circularity, sustainability) 
in public procurement legislation are mere recommendations, but there are also certain requirements 
from the law and EU directives (e.g. Clean Vehicles Directive, Energy Efficiency Directive and the Law on 
the Energy and Environmental Impact of Vehicles in Public Procurement). 

Public procurement statistics and facts and figures  

In regard to public procurement, the number and value of tenders increased in 2019 with 343 tenders 
and a value of EUR 341,35 million. Most of the procurement is service procurement 52%, followed by 
construction contracts 22%, and purchases of goods 25%. In 2019, a total of 1.353 offers were received, 
of which 803 were from North Karelia. The local offers account for about 59,3% of all offers and there 
was 5,1% growth in 2019 from the previous year (Regional Council of North Kaerlia, 2020).   

Environmental criteria have been taken into account in about 94% of tenders (about 96% in tenders in which 
the City of Joensuu participated) and include: Certification labels (PEFC, FSC, EU Ecolabel, etc.), LCA, 
requirement for a responsibility and environmental plan, use of recycled and/or recyclable resources, etc.2 

Social criteria have been taken into account about 38 % in competitions (about 40% in competitions in 
which the City of Joensuu participated) and include: Employment or training opportunities, Equality -
worthy and safe working conditions, Accessibility and unhindered use of services or goods, Ethical and 
fair trade.  

Innovative criteria have been taken into account in about 11% of tenders (about 14% of tenders in which 
the City of Joensuu participated). Innovative factors in procurement include the enabling implementation 
methods, development during the contract period with quality promises, innovative furnishing solutions, 
utilization of reverse bidding in new applications, utilization of development fees, launch of new products 
and services and utilization of dynamic procurement procedure in new services. 

Statistical basis for public procurement tender is the Finnish HILMA database for procurement notices 
falling below the EU thresholds, the North Karelian “small procurement portal” and / or on the 
procurement unit's own website. Through the small procurement portal, the municipalities of North 
Karelia announce ongoing tenders for small contracts (contracts below the national threshold, see figure 
1). Tenderers will be able to submit their tenders electronically through this portal. The electronic “small 
procurement portal” is currently available to 41 procurement partners. Of these, 16 made small 
purchases through the portal in 2019. A total of 266 tenders were made through the electronic small 

 

2  An overview of EU GPP criteria for products and services in public tenders can be found here: 

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/gpp/eu_gpp_criteria_en.htm  

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/gpp/eu_gpp_criteria_en.htm
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procurement portal in 2019). An annual statistical review of North Karelia's procurement is published by 
the regional council. 

 

 

Key goals, drivers and philosophy  

North Karelia region is a nationally recognized forerunner in bioeconomy. Already in the 1990´s North 
Karelia aimed to be an Oil Free region by the year 2030. The ”Roadmap towards Oil-free and low-carbon 
North Karelia by 2040” suggests that :”Life cycle costs and environmental impacts are taken into account 
as, and form a part of, procurements’ selection criteria”. 

The Finnish public procurement 
legislation has undergone an 
extensive reform. The overall 
reform aims to simplify 
procurement procedures. The 
new rules contribute to a better 
implementation of employment, 
health and social aspects. Other 
objectives of the modernization 
are to make the bidding 
procedure easier for SMEs, to 
review the national thresholds 
and to create a supervision 
mechanism for public contracts. In planning procurements, all government procurement units and at least 
half of all purchases made by municipalities and local governments must use lifecycle accounting and 

Figure 1 National thresholds in Finland, above which an 
invitation to tender must be published nationwide 
(Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2020) 

Take away messages: 

➢ North Karelia has a plethora of regional strategies on 
bioeconomy and a central procurement agency. 

➢ Fixed targets on public procurement and a joint vision led to a 
high share of public tenders considering environmental 
concerns. 

➢ Procurement expertise plays a key role. Decision-makers may 
not know how or at what stage procurement strategies should 
be influenced for public procurement to take better account of 
bioeconomy, environmental criteria or sustainability issues in 
general. 
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calculators and take energy and environmental considerations into account by no later than by the end 
of 2015 (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment of Finland, n.d.). 

The procurement process of North Karelia takes part in the goals in accordance with the government, 
municipal decision-makers and EU directives and commits to their realization. According to the North 
Karelia Procurement Agency, the aim of the procurement is to promote the realization of social and 
climate goals and sustainable development goals. Calls for tenders are created in accordance with the 
strategic objectives in force, and it is striven to take future objectives into account in advance, even if they 
do not enter into force until the procurement contract period.  

Regarding the conditions utilized in the procurement, e.g. sustainable development, the circular 
economy, the prevention and mitigation of climate change, and the origin of product materials have been 
used in 2019 in 94% of all competitions and 96% of competitions in which the city of Joensuu has 
participated (Regional Council of North Kaerlia, 2020).  

Award criteria 

The National Procurement Act (1397/2016) encourages and enables environmental and social 
considerations to be considered in public procurement. Environmental criteria, like other social criteria 
and innovation criteria, must always be defined on a competitive basis, so that the requirements do not 
act as a barrier to supply and are suitable for the procurement in question. To determine environmental 
criteria in the public procurement procedure, the services provided by Keino - a network-based 
competence center for Sustainable and Innovative public procurement in Finland - and the selection of 
the EU Green Public Procurement Toolkit are utilized. 

The selection criteria for each tender are assessed on a procurement-by-procurement basis. 
Environmental issues are taken into account in the tenders as minimum requirements, mandatory 
requirements as well as factors to score additional points in the tender and thus increase the probability 
of acceptance and awarding of a tender (e.g. the better Euro class of a vehicle receives additional points), 
while simultaneously guide tenderers to offer more environmentally friendly products. 

Examples for environmental criteria: 

• Tenderers for example have been required to draw up a responsibility and environmental plan, 
which has been assessed on the basis of the criteria set out in the call for tenders. The tenderer 
commits to his plan and the progress of this plan will be monitored by the procurement contract 
with the annual contracts in which the plan has been tendered.  

Environmental certificates and standards have been requested as qualitative requirements depending on 
the nature of the procurement, examples:  

• The products offered must be traceable. Compliance with the requirements must be verified by a 
statement attached to the tender, which shows the countries of manufacture of the products, 
compliance with environmental legislation and the environmental impacts of the operation and 
their consideration in order to reduce the environmental impact. The verification may use a 
certificate from an environmental management system such as EMAS or ISO 14001.  

• The products offered must meet the requirements of the relevant type I eco-label. Compliance 
with the requirements must be verified by means of explanations or an eco-label submitted in 
connection with the tender. The Type I Ecolabel is a voluntary label certified by an independent 
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body based on a number of criteria and thinking in life-cycles, such as the Swan Label and the EU-
Ecolabel.  

• The materials of the products offered must come from an ecologically produced forest. Products 
must be PEFC or FSC certified or their equivalence to those certifications must be presented by 
downloading a statement.  

• Many purchases oblige the supplier to use recyclable or reusable packaging materials, as well as 
to be responsible for the export and recycling of frozen materials.  

• For procurement involving transport (other than site driving), the Euro category of the vehicle as 
a qualitative factor. The newer and more efficient the vehicle, the more points it has received. 
Also included are biogas and electric cars, which have benefited more from the tenderer's own 
offer for quality assessment (more quality points).  

Recent and planned changes  

Recent changes in North Karelia pertaining to public procurement are electronic tendering, amendments 
to directives, reform of the Public Procurement Act, wider use of multi-stage procedures and 
development of procurement planning.  The driver for this has been changes in legislation and 
regulations, increased guidance, electrification of the process, awareness of the environment and the 
desire to achieve a better outcome. Planned changes are the alignment towards procurement planning 
and contract monitoring and going towards more diverse procedures that allow innovation to come to 
the fore. 

Products & services related to bioeconomy and examples 

The North Karelian procurement agency strives to include environmental factors in all their tenders. An 
example of a strategic procurement is for example the procurement of electricity, which is completely 
CO2-free. 

Further examples:  

• The 2019 Office and School Supplies, School Notebooks and Calendars contract, which was put 
out to tender, has taken into account recycled materials and eco-products as part of the products 
offered. For example, in addition to traditional magazine cases and booklets, products made from 
recycled paper booklets and recycled plastic have been requested. The need to procure these was 
taken into account by examining the sales reports of the previous similar contract; the subscriber's 
staff has already ordered eco-products under the terms of the framework contract, so these were 
included in the future contract as actual contract products. The procurement process thus took 
into account the ordering behavior of the customers and facilitated the possibilities of ordering 
environmentally friendly products.  

• Biopark in Nurmes: Nurmes Biopark is a hub for recycling business and green industry. The total 
surface area of the industrial park is 50 hectares. The park has been designed to boost businesses 
that follow the principles of sustainable development and produce products and services that are 
carbon-neutral, resource-efficient and environment-friendly. It provides a platform for businesses 
operating in the fields of renewable energy and recycling. City of Nurmes has developed Biopark 
with great determination and invested approximately EUR 3 million in it. Nurmes Biopark has also 
received support from the Regional Council of North Karelia and the Finnish Transport Agency. 

• The 2019 Competitive Games, Toys and Learning Aids included sustainable toys from 
kindergartens ’desire to have more wooden and recycled plastic products.  
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The development of environmental issues and criteria in procurement is therefore both procurement and 
customer oriented. The public procurement processes are open to increase the use of the carbon 
footprint measures in procurement. 

 

Pathways challenges and opportunities 

It is understood to set aside sufficient time for procurement planning and the incorporation of 
environmental objectives of public procurement into the strategies of cities and municipalities. On the 
buyer side, the biggest challenge is to encourage someone to try something new in the bidding process 
and not go with familiar processes. 

There are several relevant factors and main opportunities and challenges to successfully implement the 
regional opportunities for green/sustainable/innovative public procurement. 

Opportunities and pathways forward: 

• Political will in municipal and city strategies.  

• Centralizing procurement to the joint procurement unit promotes the implementation of 
environmentally friendly procurement, as there is a very extensive experience in tendering.  

• World-class knowledge hub in forest research and expertise 

• North Karelia’s forest bioeconomy cluster is a cornerstone of the region’s business life and 
industry sector. 

Furthermore, there is a plethora of regional strategies for low carbon, circularity, sustainability etc, to 
help create a joint vision and implement green public procurement. 

• Finnish road map to a circular economy 2016-2025 

• Innovative Cities programme INKA 2014-2020 

• POKAT 2021 - North Karelia’s Regional Strategic Programme for 2018–2021  

• Forest bioeconomy in North Karelia  

• North Karelian smart forest bioeconomy strategy 

• Towards Carbon Neutral North Karelia with Renewables and Energy Efficiency - Action Plan of the 
CLEAN project 

• Action Plan for a Circular Economy (2017) – national: three priorities of the action plan are 
platforms for experimenting with and testing the circular economy, sustainable and innovative 
public procurement, and support for new product and service innovations. The action plan 
continues the Government’s key projects and the Finnish road map to a circular economy, 
coordinated by Sitra in 2016. 

• North Karelia´s Smart Specialization Strategy 

• Government Decision-In-Principle on the Promotion of Sustainable Environmental and Energy 
solutions (cleantech solutions) in Public Procurement (2013) 

• Raodmap of Oil-free and Low Carbon North Karelia 2040 (2017) 

• Climate and Energy Programme2030 (2020) 

• Bioenergy Programme of East Finland 2020 (2011) 

• Climate and Energy Programme of North Karelia 2020 (2011) 

• Bioenergy Programme of North Karelia 2015 (2007) 

• Bioenergy Strategy of North Karelia (1998) 
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• Wood Energy Programme for East Finland 2000 (1993) 

Challenges: 

• Management support for the implementation of environmentally friendly procurement, although 
their procurement cost may be higher, but the life cycle cost may be lower.  

• Procurement expertise plays a key role. Decision-makers may not know how or at what stage 
procurement strategies should be influenced for public procurement to take better account of 
bioeconomy, environmental criteria or sustainability issues in general. It is also crucial that 
procurement should not cause additional costs when bioeconomic or environmental 
considerations are taken into account. However, price still drives procurement significantly.  

• There may be general uncertainty as to how criteria are taken into account in individual 
procurement (e.g. bioeconomy, environmental friendliness, sustainability, circular economy). 
Sustainability aspects in procurement often come to the fore, but what sustainable procurement 
is in practice for each area can vary greatly depending on how sustainability is defined and how 
each theme is emphasized. The circular economy dimension of procurement has also become 
part of the general procurement debate, but in practice there is no information on how widely 
and with what accuracy the circular economy idea actually appears as part of procurement 
tendering.  

• Measuring and scoring can also be a challenge in developing procurement processes. How can 
the sustainability dimensions or the implementation of the bioeconomy as part of the 
procurement be verified and how can these be scored in each procurement? If the legislation 
governing public procurement further develops at the national level, or if national procurement 
strategies put pressure on the development of procurement processes, this national control will 
certainly affect the activities of procurement units in different regions in the long run.  

3.3 Basque country  

General description 

The Basque Country is in the north of Spain. It is made up of three provinces (called provinces in the 
autonomous system): Araba, Gipuzkoa and Bizkaia, bringing together 251 municipalities. It has an area of 
7.230 km2 and registered 2.170.868 inhabitants in 2018 (4,7% of the national population), with quite 
population density of around 300 people per km2. The Basque Country has a solid industrial base, 
encompassing the automotive industry, aeronautics, energy, the environment, industrial design, 
machinery and engineering, among others. The Basque Country is one of the most important industrial 
concentrations in Spain. The regional gross domestic product (GDP) in 2017 was at EUR 71.464 million 
(6,1% of the national GDP) (European Commission, n.d.-b). The Basque Country enjoys a high level of self-
government in matters as important as health, education, security, housing or taxation. Administrative 
structures on three levels 3 levels (i.e. regional government, the territorial government that are the 
provinces and municipalities). The Spanish procurement legislation, Law 9/2017 on Public Sector 
Contracts, states where and how introduce environmental criteria in public procurement and contracting. 
Thus, the consideration environmental aspects in public procurement tenders is part of the Spanish 
procurement legislation. Nevertheless, the implementation is still lacking behind. One the barriers is the 
gap between the profile of the responsible person (municipal workers) and the other levels of 
administration. 

Attached to the Department of the Environment, Territorial Planning and Housing of the Basque 
Government is the public company Ihobe. It supports the Basque Government in the development of 
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environmental policy and in the extension of the culture of environmental sustainability in the 
Autonomous Community of the Basque Country, including green public procurement. Ihobe’s green 
public procurement activities are conducted at two levels. At the internal level, Ihobe introduces 
systematically environmental and social criteria in all its procurement processes. At the regional level, 
Ihobe focuses on the promotion of green public procurement in all public authorities in the Basque 
Country Region, also involving the private sector. The most recent green public procurement policy by 
the Basque Government to use public procurement as an instrument to advance its environmental 
policies’ objectives is the “Green Public Procurement Programme of the Basque Country 2020” adopted 
in September 2016.  Ihobe´s role is to coordinate between the administrations and generate tools and 
knowledge concerning green public procurement. They generate knowledge and training, coordinate the 
selling and purchasing and support companies with their purchasing. Overall, they try to prioritize public 
procurement categories respecting different criteria, inter alia environmental criteria. Furthermore, they 
need to work closely with the Basque country and coordinate at all levels.  

Public procurement statistics and facts and figures  

Public procurement amounts to 14% of regional GDP (EUR 10 billion). In 2019 The entities adhering to 
the Green Public procurement and Contracting Program of the Basque Country had a level of greening 
more than double that of the rest of the public sector (in economic volume), very close to the target of 
50% for 2020 (Eurostat 2020). The rest of the Basque administration reached 22% of green purchasing in 
economic volume. Ihobe publishes a trend report on Green public procurement every year. In 2019 there 
have been 5.829 tenders with a total economical amount of EUR 2,0 billion. 1.407, or 24% of all tenders 
amounting to EUR 449 million included environmental criteria.  

Key goals drivers and philosophy  

The Basque Country is committed 
to green public procurement, as 
reflected in the “Basque Plan for 
Environmentally Sustainable 
Consumption and Contracting 
2006-2010”, that includes green 
public procurement as one of the 
priority areas of action through 
"Exemplary Administration” and a 
program for the integration of the 
“Environmentally Sustainable 
Consumption Variable” in all 
sectoral policies. 

 
The Basque Country Green Public Procurement Program 2020 -published by Ihobe- pursues, through 
incorporation the life cycle approach in the contracting processes 3 main goals: 

• To contribute to the achievement of a more efficient administration that makes more efficient 
use of resources, improving recruitment processes and systematizing the incorporation of the 
environmental variable in them. 

Take away messages: 
➢ The Basque Country has several levels of administration and a 

highly decentralized procurement system. 
➢ The regional company Ihobe supports the Basque Government 

in the development of environmental policy and in the 
extension of the culture of environmental sustainability in the 
Autonomous Community of the Basque Country, including 
green public procurement. 

➢ Ihobe published several important reports ad strategies on how 
to foster GPP in the region, for example:  
- Basque Green Public Procurement Programme 2020 
- environmental criteria of products and services 
- common errors in the introduction of environmental criteria 
in public procurement 
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• Optimize coordination with the market to ensure that green public procurement incorporates 
eco-innovation in a broad sense so that Basque companies can position themselves better, both 
in the Basque Country and abroad. 

• To achieve the commitment of all levels of the Basque Administration in an integral and effective 
way. 

For each of the adhering administrations, the programme sets out specific objectives for the period 2016-
2020, at 2 levels: 

• In terms of process, the overall objective is to move towards the institutionalization of 
environmentally responsible purchasing. 

• In terms of results, in line with European Union guidelines, the aims to achieve a degree of 
environmentalization in public procurement of 50% by the year 2020; a target to be progressively 
achieved, in 20 of products and services prioritized for their relevance. 

Products 

Of the 20 products and services prioritized for their relevance regarding environmentalization in public 
procurement according to the Basque Green Public Procurement Programme 2020, paper, publications, 
building, urbanization, messaging, office equipment and events, can be directly or indirectly linked to 
forest bioeconomy. 

Figure 2 Strategic objective and targets of the Green Public Procurement Programme of the Basque Country 2020 
including prioritized product and service groups in the Programme. 

Award criteria 
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Furthermore, Ihobe published green public purchasing criteria for 30 categories3 of products and services. 
Each category contains three levels of requirement (basic, advanced, excellent) with different criteria that 
must be met according to specific circumstances of each case. 

The Environmental Framework Programme 2020 lists under „Advance in the configuration of a Public 
Administration environmentally exemplary” planning and development of infrastructure, building and 
construction, and equipment, vehicles and mobility and energy use and supplies as focal points for green 
public procurement. Possible indicators/certification to proof sustainability for procured wood products 
is for paper and for building material, for example FSC certification or ecolabels.   

When it comes to wood construction, Basque Country has local wood-processing and construction 
companies, so it is a relevant area for the region and feasible offers, also from local companies are 
realistic. There is a clear direction towards more wood construction, so the new Basque Green Public 
Procurement Programme from Ihobe will incorporate some actions on the topic of wood in construction 
and connecting purchasers and offers. 

 

3 Available at their website: https://www.ihobe.eus/criterios-ambientales 

Figure 3 Product and service 
categories, for which Ihobe 
publishes environmental 
criteria on 3 levels for each 
product or service (basic, 
advanced, excellent) 
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Recent and planned changes  

Since 2004, green public procurement has been included in various schemes and specific agreements, 
such as the Environmental Framework Programme of the Basque Country 2007-2010, the Council 
Government's 2008 report on the incorporation of social, environmental and other policy criteria, in the 
contracting of the Administration of the Autonomous Community and its public sector or the Government 
Programme 2012-2016. In parallel, since 2005, the Department of the Environment and Territorial Policy 
has offered tools and support to the administrations through the public company Ihobe. The Basque 
Country has been involved in the introduction of the environmental perspective in contracting to respond 
to political commitments. In 2011 the first Green Public Procurement Programme for 2011-2014 was 
approved. The Programme has helped to pave the way for green public procurement and to incorporate 
it in the political discourse. The successor of the "Green Public Procurement and Contracting Program of 
the Basque Country 2020“is currently being developed.  

Pathways challenges and opportunities 

Centralization and capacity building through training are adequate measures to ensure a higher pervasion 
of environmental concerns in public procurement.  

Training for procurers is needed also in the Basque Country, for example to change the mindset in the 
public procurers regarding green public procurement. The Spanish Law 9/2017 on Public Sector Contracts 
states where and how introduce environmental criteria in public procurement and contracting, in practice 
still questions about how to do it are being raised. Sometimes this leads to mistakes in the definition of 
the clauses or to introduce imprecise and unclear criteria that generate problems during the rest of the 
bidding process. With the aim of preventing these risks and improving the quality of the tenders, Ihobe 
published a guidance containing some of the most common errors when it comes to introduce 
environmental criteria in the contract documents. For each of them, it is specified where the problem lies 
and how it can be corrected. Training of procurers leads to professionalization in sustainability and 
environmental aspects in public procurement.  The role of Ihobe is partly to build capacity around GPP 
with public servants, administrations and companies. This also includes to develop best practices and 
share the knowledge among purchasers within public authorities and the Basque market.  

The public procurement in the Basque country has several levels of administration and bodies to purchase 
and can be described as highly decentralized. Each department in municipalities has its own person 
working on purchasing. As an opportunity to further foster GPP to a higher degree, the responsibilities of 
each administration worker should change towards a more centralized approach to be able to digest the 
practices in GPP more easily. The three levels of administration regarding public procurement are the 
environmental department, the contracted department, and General Purchasing for the Basque country. 
So, all three need to work together to successfully and systematically implement GPP. Furthermore, 
people in general move between administrations, with a change of government. Despite the numerous 
positive efforts in the regions showing initial success (e.g. establishment of the public company Ihobe, 
supporting the Basque Government in the development of environmental policy, including green public 
procurement; practical guidance from Ihobe; statistical processing of GPP in the region) the systematic 
implementation of GPP in the Basque country lacks behind, with the majority of public authorities acting 
alone. Both informal and formal cooperation needs to grow to further enhance GPP.  

- Although Law 9/2017 on Public Sector Contracts states where and how introduce environmental 
criteria in public procurement and contracting, in practice still questions about how to do it are 
being raised. Sometimes this leads to mistakes in the definition of the clauses or to introduce 
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imprecise and unclear criteria that generate problems during the rest of the bidding process. With 
the aim of preventing these risks and improving the quality of the tenders, IHOBE published a 
guidance containing some of the most common errors when it comes to introduce environmental 
criteria in the contract documents. For each of them, it is specified where the problem lies and 
how it can be corrected. 

4. Summary  

4.1 Ways forward of green public procurement 

In the EU, in 2017, the public purchase of goods and services was estimated to be worth some EUR 2 
trillion or 13,3% of GDP (European Commission, 2019b). Greening of public procurement has huge 
benefits for the environment and for the economy, since cost-effectiveness approaches, such as life-cycle 
costing ensures the best price-quality ratio. The public sector should act to set positive example by 
including environmental concerns in their tenders, with the long-term aim that also the private sector 
considers environmental concerns when purchasing services or products. 

To reach these aims political support in form of action plans, clear targets should be available. The OECD 
highlights in their public procurement recommendations the importance of a coherent and stable 
institutional, legal and regulatory framework, which is essential to increase participation in doing business 
with the public sector and is a key starting point to assure sustainable and efficient public procurement 
systems (OECD, 2015b). Targets for green public procurement can be formulated in a general way like in 
North Karelia, where a certain share of public tenders must include environmental criteria, but also in a 
more specific way like in the Basque Country, where specific criteria for certain priority group of products 
and services have been developed by Ihobe.  

Since specific knowledge to soundly incorporate environmental concerns in the public procurement 
process, capacity building for those responsible for public procurement is needed. Inclusion of how to 
incorporate environmental, social and innovative concerns in the training of those responsible for public 
procurement would be a solution fitting for a somewhat centralized procurement system.  

Since public procurement is a complex field with often fragmented responsibilities, networking activities 
like meetings with government experts, workshops for local authorities, further training for those 
responsible for public procurement and international cooperation and experience sharing can help to 
break habits of non-inclusion of environmental criteria, gain insights on how other public authorities 
overcame barriers and thus foster green public procurement. Experience sharing and training can further 
help with the strategic implementation of GPP, because procurers gain confidence in the implementation 
of environmental, social and innovative criteria in their procurement through precise knowledge of the 
legal framework and reduced time required for the implementation of GPP, as a habit is established. 

On an EU level the importance of green public procurement as a way to deliver environmental 
improvements that contribute to European policy objectives for energy, climate change and resource 
efficiency, as well as reducing life cycle costs has been acknowledged and translated in the EU directives 
on public procurement as well as to guidelines like the “Buying green handbook” and the “Green Public 
Procurement toolkit” as the European Commission's main guidance to help public authorities buy goods 
and services with a lower environmental impact. 

Although the three Bioregions are very different from one another in terms of population, administrative 
structure, public procurement rules, regional strategies, institutions and degree of centralization, they all 
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show incentives to move towards green public procurement. These incentives now need to be further 
pushed with regionally tailored measures. The following chapter deals with key challenges in the different 
regions and what regions can learn from on another to overcome these challenges and can serve as a 
basis to create regional tailored measures to further harness the potential that greening of public 
procurement constitutes. 

Key challenges and what regions can learn from one another. Key challenges and what regions can learn 
from one another. There are several possibilities to include environmental concerns in public 
procurement tenders.  EU. This report focusses on technical specifications in public tenders, as this has 
been the focus of our stakeholders and is considered to be a practical approach on a regional level, since 
no legislative change on higher levels is mandatorily needed and it is considered to be practically 
implementable on a regional level. Since technical specifications, award criteria, selection criteria and 
contract performance clauses need to be set before the tender is published, environmental concerns 
need to be integrated in the early stages in the public procurement process.  

To facilitate green public procurement on a regional level, efforts from legislatures on different levels as 
well as innovative initiatives from municipalities and businesses are needed. The OECD highlights in their 
public procurement recommendations the importance of a coherent and stable institutional, legal and 
regulatory framework, which are essential to increase participation in doing business with the public 
sector and are key starting points to assure sustainable and efficient public procurement systems (OECD, 
2015b). 

4.2 Common challenges 

The ongoing exchange between the regions allowed to highlight some key challenges and opportunities 
for the regions to learn from one another. The following chapter highlights key insights on what challenges 
must be overcome and what regions are doing well to foster green public procurement. 

• Lack of training and legal expertise in applying environmental criteria  

To build capacity and improve skills plays a key role in promoting GPP. Decision-makers may not know 
how or at what stage procurement strategies should be influenced for public procurement to take 
better account of bioeconomy, environmental criteria or sustainability issues in general.  

Adequate training for staff responsible for carrying out public procurement can lead to inclusion and 
acceptance of sustainable and innovative aspects. Training is required for procurers on the legal and 
technical aspects of GPP implementation and on the concept of life-cycle costing. Such training also 
helps responsible staff to prioritise green or innovative options over a lower-priced, less sustainable 
offer and thus changing habits in procurement behaviour. Especially the use of the full life-cycle cost 
of the product or service, instead of the purchase price alone can affect the take-up of green products 
and services. 

While applying environmental criteria to procurement procedures can sometimes mean higher initial 
purchasing costs, the overall costs often actually decrease since the higher purchasing prices of green 
goods and services are compensated for by lower operating, maintenance or disposal costs 
(European Commission, n.d.-a). Where lack of guidance or training is perceived, online training 
material, like the EU GPP toolkit, or the GPP 2020 training material can act as a starting point to raise 
awareness and further educate procurers.  

• Lack of political support and guidance  
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To consider environmental and sustainability aspects in public procurement is internationally 
recognized as a strategic lever to drive innovation and improve the sustainability performance of the 
public sector. Nevertheless, it relies on a strong international and national policy foundation. Political 
drive is crucial in driving the inclusion of green values in public procurement to increase awareness 
and incentives to lower the barriers to purchasing innovative bio-based products and services and 
thus advance the regional forest bioeconomy. 

Public procurement, especially in decentralized procurement systems, is a shared responsibility 
across a range of responsible persons. As such it is key to make sure, that public government, is 
aligned in terms of objectives, that need to be achieved. To facilitate GPP on a regional level, efforts 
from legislatures on different levels as well as innovative initiatives from municipalities and 
businesses are needed. The bottom-up initiatives from municipalities are necessary to test ideas and 
show how something innovative can develop. Normally, not the most innovative criteria are 
considered in the national strategies, but criteria that have been tested. For this, the bottom-up 
process is necessary, otherwise ideas will lack to be embedded into legislation. What makes 
sustainable procurement challenging right now is the oftentimes “everything is possible, nothing is 
necessary” - situation. The crucial point is that guidance from legislatures and responsible ministries 
for municipalities is not present in a comprehensive manner. Green public procurement is a complex 
field and practical tools and information on how to integrate environmental, innovative and 
circularity concerns in a legally sound manner is needed for procurers.  

Clear regional strategies and guidelines as commitment to sustainable development can help to drive 
both business and public approaches to procurement. Furthermore, regional strategies on circular 
economy, can be understood as a form of political guidance to include and drive the integration of 
environmental standards in PP.  

• The need for systematic implementation and integration of GPP into procurement systems  

The degree of centralization or decentralization in the procurement processes has a huge effect on 
the execution and course of public procurement. The decentralised approach is characterised by 
different implementing levels of administration and require effective management systems to ensure 
the consistent application of environmental criteria. Joint public procurement of decentralized 
authorities is one of possible approaches to overcome obstacles, bundle resources and knowledge. 
Still, the majority of public authorities are acting autonomously, often on their own initiative. Both 
informal and formal cooperation needs to grow to enhance GPP. The lack of coordinated exchange 
of best practice and networking between authorities to learn from one´s experience is an obstacle 
to greater GPP implementation. Furthermore, a focused effort on getting the right messages across 
to government procurement officials as well as to the public can have a significant impact on the 
success of GPP, according to the OECD (OECD, 2015a). 

Centralised procurement is a purchase of all required goods and services by a single department. It 
not only aids in avoiding duplicity of orders, but also promotes advantages arising from e.g. high 
volume bulk discounts, lower transportation. Although it can facilitate the systematic 
implementation of green public procurement by establishing a single department with professional 
procurers who are trained in who to consider environmental, social and innovative criteria in public 
tenders, it is only effective to a certain magnitude. It becomes too complex and ineffective in larger 
contexts. The basis for centralization must be a sound legal basis, practical guidance and 
comprehensive training in sustainable and green public procurement. Any central procurement 
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officer must comprehend the complex legal and technical frame, must have knowledge of 
environment effects of products and services to be bought while not losing the focus on strategic 
goals. 

 

4.2.1 What regions can learn from North Rhine Westphalia 

Due to the recent change in the public procurement law in NRW, abolishing environmental and most of 
social standards in public procurement a rag rug of public procurement practices was created. Although 
this brings difficulties with the systematic implementation of green public procurement, it is interesting 
to see the numerous incentives and institutions that focus on promoting the inclusion of environmental 
and social criteria that are present in NRW. 

These help to foster the greening of public procurement without a strong legal basis and bring the 
ingenuity of the municipalities to the fore. There are several big municipalities in NRW centralized their 
procurement, which consequently lead to several best practice examples of the inclusion of 
environmental criteria in public tenders in those cities. On the other side, incentives (e.g. 
Kommunalagentur NRW, Landschaftsverbände, Kompass Nachhaltigkeit) for smaller municipalities where 
a centralized procurement is not feasible have been created, enabling small municipalities to conduct 
joint public procurement and get assistance with integrating environmental and social concerns in their 
tenders. Pooling procurement by forming procurement municipal alliances to conduct public 
procurement jointly can be interesting for municipalities – especially small municipalities with highly 
decentralized procurement processes - because it is more efficient, as it saves working time and costs. 
The “Kommunalagentur NRW” is enabling municipalities to procure jointly by setting up framework 
agreements. This approach implies possibilities for the inclusion of social, innovative and ecological 
criteria, because the necessary knowledge in these regards does not have to present many times as it is 
the case in a decentralized system, but only in one joint procurement body. Municipalities could even 
spread out the necessary knowledge, so that every municipality has a certain expertise for specific 
product groups and services and the knowledge as well as the tenders are then bundled in the coalition 
of municipalities.  

4.2.2 What regions can learn from North Karelia  

North Karelia is characterized by a centralized procurement agency, a strong political will towards 
sustainability that is reflected in numerous regional strategies and concrete goals (including monitoring) 
leading to a high share of tenders including environmental criteria. Strategies towards sustainability and 
low emission have been present for a while now in North Karelia. This helped stakeholders to notice 
opportunities and set goals and concrete targets for themselves, leading to advancements, also in regard 
to green public procurement. Recent changes in laws on public procurement also incline towards more 
inclusion of green public procurement. Nevertheless, on a practical level there are still occasional 
uncertainties as to how criteria are taken into account in individual procurement and on the measuring 
and scoring of environmental criteria. 

Since policy objectives are unified in the numerous strategies in sustainable development in the region, 
the guidance that the national and EU procurement laws give, combined with the EU GPP toolkit is enough 
guidance to reach the environmentalization of public procurement to the present high degree in the 
region.  
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Although North Karelia has no specific environmental criteria for products and services like Ihobe 
developed for the Basque Country, the degree of environmentalization in public procurement is high. One 
of the means to achieve this is the use of the EU GPP toolkit, that includes environmental criteria to be 
considered when procuring products and services. Especially North Rhine Westphalia, which lacks 
guidance for GPP could profit from a systematic use of guidance provided by the EU, like e.g. the EU GPP 
toolkit.  

4.2.3 What regions can learn from the Basque Country  

Although the Basque Country is characterized by a decentralized procurement approach there is a central 
governmental agency Ihobe, specifically concentrating on promoting sustainability in the region, also 
using public procurement as a vehicle.  

Ihobe bundles knowledge and resources pertaining to green public procurement in the region and thus 
providing guidance by organizing workshops and training, clearly communicating best practice examples 
and several publications on e.g. environmental criteria for 30 product and service groups and the 
illustration of common mistakes when considering environmental criteria in public tenders and how to 
avoid them. This led to a positive trend in the development of environmental criteria in public tenders. 
Almost half of public tenders following the Green Public Procurement Program 2020 considered 
environmental criteria in their tenders, while the overall level of the region´s green public procurement 
share is 24%. This development can be at least partially attributed to the clear guidance that Ihobe 
provides with their publications and support.  

• Professionalization of public procurement (PP) can lead to inclusion and acceptance of sustainable 
and innovative aspects. 

• Strong regional strategies to accept and align green values can drive both business and public 
approaches to procurement. 

• Support is needed to prioritize green or innovative options over a more economical, less 
sustainable offer. 

• Centralization vs. decentralization has a huge effect on the execution and course of public 
procurement: decentralization creates layers but enables autonomy in setting priorities; 
centralization may lead to loss of individuality, but a top-down approach may be needed to shape 
future direction. 

• Political drive advances green values and can influence public procurement. 
 

5. EU-wide outlook for GPP 

In principle, regional authorities are well-placed to deploy demand-side measures such as GPP to 
contribute to the expansion of the market of sustainable goods and services. This is especially relevant 
having in mind that public procurement accounts for approximately 19% of the EU´s GDP. 

According to the provisions of the EU Green Deal, “public authorities, including EU institutions, should lead 
by example and ensure that their procurement is green. The Commission will propose further legislation 
and guidance on green public purchasing” (European Commission, 2020). The new EU Circular Economy 
Action Plan, released in March 2020, recognizes GPP as an instrument for boosting the sustainability aspect 
of products but acknowledges that GPP has a “limited impact due to the limitations of voluntary 
approaches.” Therefore, “the Commission will propose minimum mandatory green criteria or targets for 
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public procurements in sectorial initiatives, EU funding or product-specific legislation. Such minimum 
criteria will “de facto” set a common definition of what a “green purchase” is, allowing collection of 
comparable data from public buyers, and setting the basis for assessing the impact of green public 
procurements. Public authorities across Europe will be encouraged to integrate green criteria and use labels 
in their procurements. The Commission will support these efforts with guidance, training activities and the 
dissemination of good practices” (European Commission, 2020). It is therefore evident that GPP may have 
a crucial role in the tool kit of the policy makers when developing policies that either affect environmental 
goods or aim to achieve the already adopted environmental objectives (Pouikli, 2020). 
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