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Forum for the Future
Forum for the Future – the sustainable development
charity – works in partnership with leading
organisations in business and the public sector.
Our vision is of business and communities thriving
in a future that is environmentally sustainable and
socially just. We believe that a sustainable future
can be achieved, that it is the only way business
and communities will prosper, but that we need bold
action now to make it happen. We play our part by
inspiring and challenging organisations with positive
visions of a sustainable future; finding innovative,
practical ways to help realise those visions; training
leaders to bring about change; and sharing success
through our communications.
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BEST Procurement aims to increase equal
opportunities and diversity within the supply chain of
the East Midlands public sector through developing the
capacity of social enterprise. 

In order to achieve this aim the programme had the
following main objectives: 

� Develop public sector procurement strategies
which achieve ‘blended value’ through the
integration of economic, environmental and social
objectives 

� Create market opportunities for the social economy
and develop its capacity

� Achieve ‘labour market integration’ through
creating additional and improved employment
opportunities for people experiencing
discrimination in the labour market

� Develop market intelligence to help identify
opportunities for sustainable procurement through
social enterprise.

� Collect evidence to inform and influence relevant
policy at a strategic level.

Forum for the Future has focused principally on the first
of these objectives – working to build strategic capacity
within the public sector to enable it to achieve ‘blended
value’ through pursuing environmental, social and
economic objectives concurrently. This will lead to more
sustainable procurement. Social enterprises can often
provide environmental, social and economic benefits.
Emphasising their contribution to sustainable
procurement is one part of the process of increasing the
involvement of social enterprise in public procurement.
The other part of the process is to increase buyers’
awareness of the need to pursue blended value, and of
the potential to do so through social enterprise. Forum
for the Future’s work featured two-year work-streams
with both the health and local government sectors.
The two work-streams, Procuring Sustainable Health
and Local Authority Sustainable Procurement, are
outlined below.

about BEST Procurement
the BEST (Benefiting Economy and Society Through)
Procurement programme is a suite of projects. It features
numerous organisations on both the supply and demand side
of procurement, and is co-ordinated by Social Enterprise East
Midlands (SEEM). It is part funded by the European Social Fund
under the Equal Community Initiative Programme.
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procuring sustainable health

The NHS in the East Midlands spends over £1 billion
annually on the procurement of goods and services.
Cost, quality and delivery are the main tender evaluation
criteria. The overriding emphasis remains on unit price
with limited awareness and consideration of sustainability
issues. As a result, it is believed that less than ten
percent of spend remains within the region and many
opportunities for social, environmental and economic
enhancement, including their associated health benefits
are overlooked.

The ‘Procuring Sustainable Health’ project aimed to pilot
the integration of sustainability in to the procurement
practices of East Midlands NHS Trusts and their new
re:source Collaborative Procurement Hub. The project
focused primarily on developing tools to integrate
sustainability and Good Corporate Citizenship principles
into procurement decisions. Approaches and tools were
developed and tested through a range of individual pilot
contract interventions for goods and services. 

The project was conceived by Nottingham’s Health and
Environment Partnership and funded by the Greater
Nottingham Partnership and SEEM, using European
Social Fund grants. Nottingham City PCT and the
re:source East Midlands Procurement Hub contributed
in-kind match funding for the project.

local authority sustainable procurement 

The local government work-stream aimed to build
capacity in Local Authorities in the East Midlands in order
to set the context for achieving ‘blended value’ through
procurement policy and practice. 

The first stage of the work involved research into UK,
EU and international work being undertaken in
sustainable procurement. This provided context and
background resources for the ‘intervention’ stage in
which Forum for the Future worked closely with three
‘core’ local authority partners: Northamptonshire County
Council, North West Leicestershire District Council, and
Nottingham City Council. Forum for the Future developed
a workshop process for benchmarking organisational
capacity in sustainable procurement and worked
alongside these core authorities to assess current
performance and to plan improvements. The final stage
involved providing support in developing procurement
strategies aimed at delivering ‘blended value’. 
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an opportunity

The public sector has a duty to spend public money in the
long-term public interest – in ways that avoid undermining
people’s health, opportunities and the environment.
Sustainable procurement contributes to this and therefore
delivers long-term value for money by:

� reducing whole life costs 
� protecting reputation
� future proofing supply chains and investments

making them viable in the long-term
� minimising damage to the environment and health

whilst maximising social benefits.

barriers

EU procurement law and the UK’s Value for Money
requirements are often misidentified as two major barriers
to sustainable procurement. Instead, our work in the East
Midlands recognises that reducing the fragmentation of
public procurement and improving understanding of the
procurement process could enable progress towards
sustainability and long-term value for money. Sustainable
procurement is often considered to be one of many
competing procurement agendas and therefore fails to be
integrated into public procurement. This report details
actions that public sector organisations can take to
achieve this integration.

integrating sustainability into public
procurement 

Public sector organisations can take action in the following
three areas to overcome the barriers and make progress
with sustainable procurement.

1. In your organisation 
� Recognise ‘sustainability’ as not just the

environmental considerations in procurement, but as
an overarching ethos which pulls together economic
efficiency and environmental protection in pursuit of
social and corporate objectives. 

� Recognise the power of the public sector’s £150
billion annual spend as a means of actively
achieving corporate objectives rather than merely
playing a reactive ‘back-office’ role.

� Professionalise procurement activities to ensure a
consistent and efficient approach is taken. This will
require a blend of centralising and aggregating
procurement in addition to bespoke ‘local’
procurement. 

� Ensure procurement staff are skilled in integrating
environmental and social considerations into
procurement, and in identifying opportunities to
encourage social enterprise. 

� Use the Sustainable Procurement Task Force’s
Flexible Framework to benchmark current practice
and plan improvements. If in Wales, use the
Sustainable Procurement Assessment Framework
(SPAF).

� Appreciate that sustainable procurement can be
done now, to fulfil existing duties in line with EU
rules, as well as to contribute to the urgent task of
moving to sustainable modes of operating.

recommending a way forward
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2. Through your procurement process
Public sector organisations should take the following steps
to integrate sustainability into the procurement process:

� Prioritise contracts with the greatest sustainability
opportunities and ease of implementation for
immediate action.

� Use ‘Demand Review’ to help reduce or eliminate
demand – saving money and avoiding environmental
impacts.

� Identify contract’s sustainability impacts and
implement cost effective and EU compliant
interventions in the tender process to improve these
impacts.

� Use Whole Life Costing to identify the lower
operating and disposal costs of sustainable
alternatives.

Piloted across a wide range of contracts, we have
developed a Sustainable Procurement Toolkit to help
organisations implement these steps. This report also
contains detailed guidance on the sustainable
procurement process and further details of this toolkit.

3. By raising standards through collaborative
procurement
Greater collaboration is key to delivering more efficient
and sustainable procurement in the public sector. The
fragmentation created by the increasingly autonomous
procurement of Local Authorities and NHS Trusts
undermines national and regional procurement efforts.
A lack of volume commitment to framework contracts
dilutes buying power and economies of scale essential to
raising standards and reducing prices. At the same time, it
over-stretches local procurement teams, who instead of
pursuing local sourcing opportunities and inputting in to
PFI programmes, are occupied on contracts that would be
better sourced centrally.

A more formal procurement hierarchy and purchasing
levels would:

� Identify contracts best suited to centralised national
and regional procurement. With little local variation
in requirements and an international market
dominated by powerful suppliers, vital economies of
scale would raise standards, reduce prices and
harness forward commitment to bring new
sustainable technologies to market.

� Free up resource within NHS Trusts and Local
Authorities to provide valuable input to PFI projects
and to pursue truly local opportunities with Social
Enterprises and SMEs.

In combination, these measures would improve the
sustainability and efficiency across public procurement.

FFTF_BetterWorldv2.qxd:Layout 1  18/12/07  13:50  Page 7



8

buying a better world: sustainable public procurement

why does sustainability matter?

The global population is increasing and consumption rates
per capita are growing. Human consumption of resources
significantly exceeds what the earth can provide. Essential
services such as clean air and water, a stable climate and
viable forests and fisheries are in long-term decline. The
resources on which we rely are being depleted at
accelerating rates. This means ‘business as usual’ no
longer an option for the public sector.

Forum for the Future defines sustainable development as
‘a dynamic process which enables all people to realise
their potential and improve their quality of life in ways
which simultaneously protect and enhance the Earth’s life
support systems’. Public sector organisations will be
instrumental in creating the transition to a more
sustainable future through their role in improving local
quality of life and through their leadership in tackling global
social injustice and environmental degradation. 

what is sustainable procurement?

Sustainable procurement is the process of acquiring
goods and services that:

� Meet users’ needs
� Deliver long term value for money
� Maximise social and economic benefits
� Minimise damage to the environment and health.

sustainable procurement objectives

A range of social, environmental and economic objectives
can be delivered through sustainable procurement, many
of which are interlinked. These clearly map back to
principles of Securing the Future: The UK’s Sustainable
Development Strategy1. The diagram below represents the
links to three of these principles.

why buy sustainably?

1 Securing the Future: UK Government Sustainable Development Strategy, 2005

Living within
environmental
limits

Ensuring a
strong, healthy
and just society

Achieving a
sustainable
economy

typical sustainability objectives for procurement
Protecting human health 
Avoiding hazardous chemicals; promoting good diet and exercise;
raising household incomes.

Promoting fair working conditions 
Improving pay, working hours and equality in supply chains.

Promoting social enterprise and improving local skills 
Enhancing social and environmental objectives of suppliers;
enabling access to quality employment.

Reducing soil, water & air pollution 
Avoiding chemicals harmful to health and environment.

Reducing energy consumption & climate change 
Avoiding energy intensive activities; improving energy efficiency;
seeking non-fossil, renewable energy sources.

Reducing water consumption 
Avoiding water intensive activities; improving water efficiency; 
rainwater capture and greywater recycling.

Reducing materials, packaging & waste 
Reducing, re-using and recycling.

Protecting habitats and biodiversity 
Sourcing sustainable timber, seafood, palm oil and soy;
enhancing local habitats.
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why is public procurement important?

All products and services create social and environmental
impacts throughout their lifecycles, from employment and
waste to emissions and changing land use. The UK public
sector spends over £150 billion a year on procurement,
sourcing goods and services from around the world. This
represents a huge opportunity for enhancing the
environment and quality of life by choosing the right goods
and services. Through clear leadership the public sector
can improve the sustainability of its own supply chain but
also encourage the development of new, more sustainable
products and services.

how will the public sector benefit from
buying sustainably?

Public service is the common purpose of all public sector
organisations, typified by Local Authorities’ Wellbeing
Powers. As such, sustainability should be at the core of
their organisational objectives and strategies. As publicly
funded organisations, councils and NHS Trusts have a
duty to spend public money in the long-term public
interest, in ways that support, rather than conflict with their
objectives. This means avoiding purchases that could
undermine people’s health, environment and employment.
Sustainable procurement should be part of effective public
service – it also has the following benefits:

1. It contributes to strategic objectives
Sustainable procurement helps local government to:

� Deliver its duty to promote social, economic and
environmental well-being  

� Realise the vision of local sustainable development
in their community strategies 

� Make a significant contribution to the Sustainable
Consumption and Production element of ‘Securing
the Future’ – the UK government’s sustainable
development strategy. 

Local government spends £40bn each year undertaking
capital projects and buying-in goods and services, and needs
to spend this wisely in order to achieve optimal benefits. 

For the NHS, these objectives include improving public
health and reducing health inequalities. Sustainable
procurement can support these through:

� Avoiding products and processes releasing
hazardous substances detrimental to health

� Creating opportunities for healthy diet and exercise
� Creating a safe and healthy indoor environment
� Reducing greenhouse gas emissions to minimise

climate change and its health impacts
� Addressing health inequalities by supporting local

SMEs and Social Enterprises to increase
employment and raise incomes.

2. It helps reduce whole life costs
Choosing sustainable products and services is often a
sound financial decision. This is because common
characteristics of more sustainable products include:

� Superior energy and water efficiency
� Reduced usage of consumables
� Lower hazardous material content
� Longer life and greater upgradeability
� Reduced packaging and waste
� Ease of recycling.

These benefits typically translate in to lower running and
disposal costs, offsetting any premium on initial purchase
costs or resulting in direct financial savings.

3. It helps to reduce exposure to risk
Sustainable procurement can future proof supply chains
and investments by:

� Anticipating new legislation (such as the WEEE and
ROHS directives)

� Reducing exposure to supply shortages and price
rises by efficient use of energy and resources

� Planning for a changing climate and a resource and
carbon constrained future

� Taking a precautionary approach to emerging risks.
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4. It can protect reputation and demonstrate Good
Corporate Citizenship
Taxpayer, regulatory, consumer and investor scrutiny of
organisations’ sustainability performance is increasing. 

Short-sighted procurement decisions can undermine
reputation and trust. Examples include:

� Use of sweatshop labour in developing world supply
chains

� Use of illegal, tropical timber
� Use of contaminated meat and dairy products
� Use of chemicals that damage health.

5. It can enable pan-public sector savings
The fragmented nature of the public sector inevitably leads
to purchasing silos. The lack of a pan-public sector overview
creates missed opportunities such as those in Box 1 below.
This can mean short-sighted procurement decisions by one
organisation create knock-on costs for the next. 

Sustainable procurement allows buyers to broaden their
perspectives by taking external social, environmental and
economic factors into account. This has enabled Local
Authorities to invest in healthy school meals, reducing
future costs of poor diet and obesity faced by the NHS
and wider public sector. Similarly, sourcing from Social
Firms that employ marginalised job seekers offers
individuals independence whilst reducing the care and
benefits burden on Government.

6. It helps achieve long term value for money
As well as delivering the products and services to meet
users’ needs, sustainable procurement secures wider
social and environmental benefits at little or no extra cost.

Beyond the Whole Life Cost savings that can be easily
valued, sustainable procurement addresses a wide range
of social and environment externalities. The impact of
greenhouse gas emissions is foremost among these but
rarely included within investment business cases. The
Stern Review2 estimated that a 1% of GDP investment in
emissions reduction measures today could avert losses of
up to 20% of GDP in the future.

2 The Stern Review Report of the Economics of Climate Change, 2007, HM Treasury & The Cabinet Office  www.sternreview.org.uk 

FFTF_BetterWorldv2.qxd:Layout 1  18/12/07  13:50  Page 10


