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Abstract
Green Public Procurement (GPP) is one of the key environmental 

management tools to reach sustainable consumption patterns, 
drive innovation and widen the market for eco-technologies. 
GPP is when procurers take environmental issues into account 
when buying goods or services. Buying green is one of the most 
active and demonstrative ways of enhancing environmental 
protection; it is a tool that every individual, public authority and 
private company can use to promote and achieve sustainable 
consumption. This article will focus on defining a possible 
purchasing strategy for public authorities, which is using GPP. 
This paper presents a systematic approach model using GPP 
as a driver of sustainable consumption while highlighting the 
importance of its policy background. A short analysis of EU 
Member States’ GPP action plans will also be introduced. The 
upcoming government act on GPP in Hungary will be presented 
with a practical example of green tendering by the National 
Bank of Hungary.
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Introduction
Green Public Procurement (GPP) has been defined in the 

Communication “Public procurement for a better environ-
ment” as “a process whereby public authorities seek to pro-
cure goods, services and works with a reduced environmental 
impact throughout their life cycle when compared to goods, 
services and works with the same primary function that would 
otherwise be procured.” [7] The goal is to reduce the impact 
of purchases on the environment (CO2 emissions, toxic mate-
rial, amount of waste, etc) and human health. GPP is a volun-
tary instrument in most Member States, which means public 
authorities can determine the extent to which they implement 
the concept.

“Public authorities are major consumers in Europe: they 
spend approximately 2 trillion euros annually, equivalent 
to some 19% of the EU’s gross domestic product. By using 
their purchasing power to choose goods and services with 
lower impacts on the environment, they can make an impor-
tant contribution to sustainable consumption and production. 
Green purchasing is also about influencing the market. By 
promoting and using GPP, public authorities can provide in-
dustry with real incentives for developing green technologies 
and products. In some sectors, public purchasers command a 
large share of the market (e.g. public transport and construc-
tion, health services and education) and so their decisions have 
considerable impact.” [20]

Taking into account the environmental aspects of GPP by 
public purchases the following advantages can be realized: 
GPP sets the example for industry, drives innovation of eco-
products, gives an opportunity to develop existing purchasing 
practices, generates savings with the use of life cycle cost-
ing (LCC), helps promote environmental cooperation among 
employees, results in a positive image, and can be integrated 
with other environmental management tools, and systems 
(ISO14001, EMAS). Altogether GPP is an active and demon-
strative practice of environmental protection.

The above listed advantages of GPP provide a perfect ex-
ample of its functional benefits as highlighted below. The pub-
lic authorities that are implementing environmentally, socially 
and economically responsible purchasing practices, and are 
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actively taking part in creating a sustainable future have higher 
degree of respect from the public. Sustainability campaigns for 
the citizens and sustainable business incentives for the private 
companies can further enhance trust between the consumer and 
industry. Even political and PR advantages can come from a 
well maintained and effective green procurement system, since 
it has direct implications on most of the stakeholders in connec-
tion with the organization.

1 GPP as a driver of sustainable consumption
The concept of GPP is based on purchasing green products 

and services and searching for the most economically advanta-
geous offer. This means that the three pillars of sustainability 
should be taken into account: best green solution throughout 
the lifecycle of the product or service, the most socially advan-
tageous solution and the life cycle costing approach on the eco-
nomic side. The economic advantages/disadvantages of GPP 
are a very common debate topic between experts and subject of 
further research with best practice examples.

Fig. 1. The effect of GPP on the actors of economy (Source: own work)

It should be mentioned that sustainable consumption has a 
use-phase aspect as well [26]. It isn’t solely focused on produc-
tion and purchasing but the behavior and the way of using the 
products should also be considered. (For example, smart use 
of electrical equipment and power consumption in offices is 
very much an individual behavioral and awareness issue) This 
user side approach can make GPP even more effective from the 
economic and environmental point of view.

The following model shows how GPP can drive sustainable 
consumption.

The policy tools, like regulations and directives have a direct 
influence (solid line) on suppliers, but there are voluntary tools 
as well, like eco-labeling, which influence and further sustain-
able production (dashed line).

The policies have an influence on the use and implementa-
tion of GPP as well. So far the EU has used relatively light, ad-
vise-like, voluntary tools towards the Member States, probably 

due to lobbyist actions. On the other hand there are policy rec-
ommendations for the EU to make green public procurement 
mandatory for all authorities in the Member States [16], which 
would result in even stronger effect on the suppliers and the 
market. In the next part of the article the GPP Action Plans of 
the EU Member States will be analyzed, focusing on manda-
tory GPP actions.

GPP, just as policies has a very direct effect on the suppliers. 
Authorities using the GPP concept are requiring environmen-
tally friendly goods and services. Suppliers should meet the cri-
teria and take the challenge: design their products and services 
in a way that is innovative and lives up to the aim of sustain-
able production. This is the only way they can keep their com-
petitive advantages. Supplier and eco-market interactions had 
already been analyzed by the authors in a previous article [9].

Since suppliers have a strong connection with the market, in 
form of shared interaction, GPP has an indirect effect (dashed 
green line) on the market via suppliers. If a supplier has nu-
merous green products in stock due to public tendering it will 
evidently offer these products to other customers as well. With 
many green products and services the overall market demand 
can be transformed as well.

The market is in even stronger connection with the consum-
ers and the interaction is crucial, so GPP and policies should 
align with the consumers’ preference as well. This is a phenom-
enon called choice editing: the unsustainable goods and servic-
es are no longer available in the market, so there is no chance of 
buying them. Together with the example setting function, GPP 
has a very strong indirect influence on consumers.

2 �The level of GPP in Europe
and it’s policy background
Below the EU’s GPP policies will be introduced along with 

a short analysis of the EU Member States’ GPP action plans, 
with special emphasis on mandatory GPP actions. The current 
GPP policies at EU level are mainly of a voluntary nature. The 
four main policy tools according the European Environmental 
Bureau [17] are as follows:

(1) �A Communication of the Commission on Integrated 
Product Policy (2003) which “encourages” all Member 
States to develop National GPP Action Plans by 2006

(2) �The Sustainable Development Strategy (2006) which 
aims to increase the average level of GPP in the EU to 
the level of the best performing Member States. It also 
identifies activities to be carried out by the Commission 
to promote GPP.

(3) �The Communication on GPP of 2008 which concretizes 
the existing target of the Sustainable Development Strat-
egy by proposing that “by the year 2010, 50 % of all ten-
dering procedures should be green”.

(4) �Development of common GPP criteria in the framework 
of a “GPP Toolkit” that is provided by the Commission. 
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These criteria are developed to serve as a template for pub-
lic purchasers and to define minimum standards for GPP 
in order to assess the level of GPP in the EU. [17] These 
criteria are in strong connection with ecolabelling, since 
the development of the GPP and EU Ecolabel criteria are 
done in a parallel process under the supervision of the 
European Commission and GPP Advisory Group which 
consists of representatives of the Member States and oth-
er stakeholders (NGOs, industry representatives). [20]

The EU 2020 Strategy also highlights that “public authorities 
have to lead by example. Public procurement rules should insist 
on efficiency conditions to increase energy savings and spread 
innovative solutions, notably in buildings and transport.” [6]

So far only three product groups (sectoral selection) are se-
lected on the EU level for mandatory GPP.

Regulation 106/2008 (‘Energy Star’ labeling program for 
office equipment) obligates central government contracting 
authorities to “specify energy – efficiency requirements not 
less demanding than” those used “to determine qualification 
of energy – efficient office equipment products” for use of the 
Energy Star label. [23]

Directive 2009/33 (promotion of clean and energy – efficient 
road transport vehicles) obligates contracting authorities to 
“take into account the operational lifetime energy and environ-
mental impacts” [13] of the vehicles; It allows three options: 
technical specifications, award criteria, life – time costing [15].

With regard to buildings from 2013 at the latest, minimum 
energy performance requirements will need to be applied in all 
new build and major renovation projects. From 1 January 2019 
all new buildings occupied and owned by public authorities 
must be “nearly zero-energy buildings”. [14][4]

The experts’ opinions on the topic are quite different. Some 
say that the EU should be doing more to mandate GPP, but 
others think that this might be premature and end up restricting 
buyers [19].

This is where the Member States have different opinions as 
well. In their National GPP Action Plans some of the states in-
troduced mandatory GPP criteria. According to the Communi-
cation of the Commission on Integrated Product Policy (2003) 
all Member States should have developed National GPP Action 
Plans by 2006.

A recent study, “The Uptake of Green Public Procurement 
in the EU 27” clearly shows that this is far from the case. [24]

According to the recent reporting from May 2013 the state-
of-the-art of National Action Plans (NAP) [20] is the following:

NAP or equivalent document adopted (22 Member States): 
Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Den-
mark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithu-
ania, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Spain, Sweden, UK

No existing NAP (5 Member States): Estonia, Greece, Hungary, 
Luxembourg, Romania

Even though a few countries, unfortunately including Hun-
gary – do not have an action plan, GPP is applied in all the 
countries on different levels. The uptake of GPP can be meas-
ured on the quantitative level by two indicators: the monetary 
value and the number of green tenders compared to non-green 
tenders.

The first indicator, the value, gives the percentage of the 
amount spent on green public procurement contracts, com-
pared to the total amount spent on non-green contracts. The 
second indicator shows the percentage of GPP of total public 
procurement, in terms of the number of contracts. To measure 
the number of actual green purchases it is important to use the 
number of contracts, not tenders [25].

The two indicators show significant differences between the 
countries. For example, by the value indicator Hungary has 
great scores. Statistics show that the value of GPP is between 

Fig. 2. National GPP Action Plans in the EU (Source: [24])

Fig. 3. GPP by value indicator (Source: [24])
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60-80 percent of the money spent on public procurement. How-
ever, the number of contracts show that only 20% of the con-
tracts included green criteria. The two indicators differ quite a 
lot. This is due to product group selection and individual, specific 
contracts. In Hungary, for example, more than 800 light fixtures 
were installed to provide Liberty Bridge’s ornamental lighting, 
584 of which are LED lights. This amounts to installed power 
of 40.7 kilowatts, of which the LEDs account for 13.1 kilowatts. 
The project was carried out in 2009 at a cost of €1.66 million. In 
the following years GPP criteria had been applied for procure-
ment of recycled paper (2009-2011, €220,000) and the construc-
tion of a highway noise barrier (2009-2010, €4 million). [18]

This case is a good example of the difference between the 
two indicators (based on procurement value and on the number 
of contracts). From an environmental point of view, big con-
struction and reconstruction projects have great environmental 
impacts, so if green criteria is used, it should appear in the fig-
ures. On the other hand, because of this one project, it might 
appear that Hungary is already very much ahead concerning 
GPP, however this is only be based on one procurement ex-
ample. For this reason, both indicators are equally important 
to indicate the accurate level of GPP in a certain country. The 
value indicator could be more relevant from an environmen-
tal point of view, while the number of contracts indicator is to 
show the general implementation of GPP, the change in mental-
ity of public purchasers. [24]

Based on the statistical data above, it is clear that the level 
of GPP does not depend significantly on mandatory actions. 
Only the following eight Member States use obligations: Aus-
tria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Lithuania, 
Malta, and Portugal. [22]

3 �Green Public Procurement Government Act,
Hungary
This topic is interesting because in January 2013 a draft 

Green Public Procurement Government Act was released and 
is expected to be in force by July 2013. [28] This document 
can be a great achievement towards a national policy frame-
work. In the past, the following actions had been taken in or-
der to implement GPP into the Hungarian public procurement 
practices [21]:

In line with the EU Directives (2004/18/CE, 2004/17/CE) 
aiming to clarify, simplify and modernize existing European 
legislation on public procurement and giving a legal base for 
GPP [11][12], the national Public Procurement Legislation 
(PPL) allowed for  environmental considerations since 2006.

In 2007 the National GPP Action Plan was drafted with a 
market analysis and a feasibility study, giving positive results, 
but unfortunately was not approved till today.

In the recent PPL that came into effect in January 2012 sustain-
able development is listed as a priority, and the use of sustainabil-
ity criteria is allowed in the awarding phase of the procurement 

process. The sustainability criteria is defined as material and 
energy efficiency, dematerialization, green house gas reduction, 
and other criteria that result in a reduced impact on the envi-
ronment throughout the lifecycle of the product or service. [1]

The draft of the GPP act mandates the use of GPP for central-
ized procurement, for organizations managed by the govern-
ment, governmental public foundations, and state-owned enti-
ties. Other organizations taking part in public procurement can 
also voluntarily use GPP, but they have to work according to 
the rules set in the act for the mandatory GPP.

It is mandatory to use GPP in the following categories:
–– Paper products
–– IT products
–– Furniture
–– Cars, buses
–– Cleaning products and services
–– Telecommunication devices
–– Transportation services
–– Food and catering
–– Others (waste management, gardening, wastewater treat-

ment etc…)
This list mainly covers those products and services that are 

most suitable for greening according to the literature [3], but 
the act leaves the possibility to have green criteria in case of 
other products and services. [28]

All organizations as defined by the act should have an inter-
nal GPP regulation, which must contain information on which 
product groups to work with and how to guarantee the envi-
ronmental expertise over the process of tendering. [28] This is 
very important since setting the environmental criteria some-
times causes major difficulties for the procurement officers, es-
pecially since many are of them are not experts in the fields of 
technology and sciences. This problem can be solved with the 
strong cooperation and input of environmental experts, consult-
ants and procurers. A so called performance criteria collection 
which contains the technical specification of environmental 
friendly product alternatives had already been developed. [10]

Fig. 4. GPP by number of contracts indicator (Source: [24])
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The act highlights the phases of the procurement process 
where green criteria can be implemented. These include the 
following:

a) �Technical specifications; (By defining the technical speci-
fications public authorities have the possibility to include 
wide range of environmental performance standards eg. 
the specifications for the eco-labels. Usually the criteria 
of the ISO Type I labels can be inserted into the call for 
tender. The ISO 14024 Type I environmental labeling is a 
voluntary, multiple-criteria based, third party program that 
awards a license which authorizes the use of environmen-
tal labels on products indicating overall environmental 
preference of a product within a particular product cate-
gory based on life cycle considerations [2]. So it is legally 
correct to use the eco-label criteria, but public authorities 
can’t require having the eco-label, because that would be 
considered discrimination against the products that don’t 
have the label. As long as they can prove the correspond-
ence to the criteria they should be accepted. [8])

b) �Selection criteria; (It shows weather the bidders have the 
necessary financial and technical competence in perform-
ing the contract. For example the contracting authorities 
can ask from the bidders of certain work and service con-
tracts to take several environmental management actions 
for the duration of the contract to prove their ability to car-
ry out the project. In that case companies that are EMAS 
or ISO14001 certified should be accepted but also other 
proof should be accepted to avoid discrimination. [8])

c) �Exclusion criteria (Grounds for exclusion can be if the 
bidder had violated environmental law in the last 5 years. 
[28])

d) �Award criteria; (The purchasing officer either chooses the 
bid with the lowest price or “the economically most ad-
vantageous offer”. In the second case a series of award 
criteria should be developed which include the price, en-
vironmental and other criteria. [8])

e) �Performance clauses
The performance clauses should contain at least one of the 

followings:
•	 Dematerialization
•	 Environmentally friendly packaging according to the 

91/2006. (XII.26.) GKM decree, collection of packaging 
waste

•	 Waste collection for recycling
•	 construction or demolition waste recycling,
•	 reduced material and energy use
•	 reduced greenhouse gas and pollutant emission
•	 reduction of waste, and hazardous waste 
•	 reduction of noise, vibration, radiation 
•	 avoidance of air, water and soil pollution
•	 recycling of industrial byproducts and secondary raw 

materials) [28]

It is mandatory to have at least 4 green criteria in a) Techni-
cal specifications, b) Selection criteria, c) Exclusion criteria, d) 
Award criteria, or e) Performance clauses categories. [28] This 
is quite a strict resolution, but feasible. In the next part, with the 
good practice example this will be confirmed.

The act also states that by each GPP criteria, the process of 
examination should be described. This is useful for the bidder 
and the contracting authority since the proof of compliance is 
clearly stated. [28]

In line with EU public procurement legislation, contracting 
authorities using GPP cannot impose any requirements or con-
ditions that restrain competition or discriminates against the 
bidders. The environmental criteria should be directly related 
to the subject of the procurement. Aiming to help the imple-
mentation of the act, the Hungarian Procurement Authority to-
gether with the minister of environmental protection will pub-
lish a brochure on the useful and recommended green criteria 
on products, services and construction works. [28]

4 Good practice example from Hungary
Before the release of the draft GPP act, the National Bank 

of Hungary decided to greening their purchasing practices as 
part of their sustainability program [27]. The Bank is EMAS 
certified, committed to sustainability, and has several projects 
on energy efficiency and renewable energies.

The plan of the Bank representatives and their green pro-
curement consultants’ was to implement green procurement 
step-by-step, first only for a selection of product groups under 
the public procurement threshold. After 6 months, the system 
would be evaluated and according to the results evaluation, the 
green procurement concept would be expanded to other pur-
chases as well. In December 2012, the Procurement Depart-
ment took part in a green procurement training program. The 
training was designed according to the methodology reported 
in a previous paper (Training methods for purchasing officers 
to facilitate green procurement in Hungary [20]). The selected 
product groups were: notebooks, taxi- and messenger services, 
furniture, office paper, smart phones, educational and consult-
ing services. The training consisted of the following theoretical 
topics: principles of green procurement, economic and man-
agement cases, environmentally friendly products, eco-labe-
ling, life cycle assessment. The practical module contained the 
setting of green criteria in the call for tender, evaluation of the 
tenders and measuring the effects of green procurement. The 
participants received ready to use performance sheets devel-
oped by the consultants for the selected product groups based 
on mainly Eco-label criteria.

After the beginning of this project the draft of GPP Act was 
released and the Bank had an opportunity to write a call for 
tender for a large-scale purchase of printed material above the 
threshold of public procurement. The management of the pro-
curement department decided to include green criteria in this 
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curement. Official Publications of the European Communities, 
Luxembourg (2011).

	 DOI: 10.2779/74936
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call, since the product group was part of their training, the cri-
teria in their opinion did not affect the bidders significantly and 
there was a chance to try if the new act would be feasible in the 
future. The call for tender was designed completely according 
to the draft GPP act and can be mentioned as the first compre-
hensive GPP call in Hungary.

The preliminary market survey gave positive results: none 
of the bidders asked for extra information about eco-labeling 
or any other criteria and reported on being able to fulfill the 
environmental criteria without any problem. The call was ap-
proved by a legal proofreader on behalf of the Procurement 
Authority as well. Thirteen potential bidders downloading the 
call for tender.

The call contained the following criteria: [5]
Subject: printed brochures
Award criteria: The paper used for printing is certified by 

one of the following ecolabels: Blue Angel, EU Ecolabel, Nor-
dic Swan, FSC, PEFC. For the validation of this award criteri-
on the technical specifications of the paper should be attached. 
The bidder fulfilling this criterion achieves 1 point by the scor-
ing, with a weighting share of 10 percent.

Selection criteria: Certification of ISO 14001. The Bank has 
used this criterion in their previous tenders as well, but in case 
of printing services the environmental management system has 
an especially important role.

Technical specifications: taking into account the environ-
mental protection, part of the brochures will be electronic design.

Performance clauses: The contractor agrees to cooperate 
with the customer to follow the environmental principles of 
green public procurement. Especially in the following fields:

a) dematerialization,
b) �eco-friendly, proper packaging and collecting of packaging 

waste according to the 91/2006. (. XII.26) Decree.

Furthermore in case of public procurement processes, the 
National Bank of Hungary uses electronic invoicing, along 
with electronic auction where the final bids could be submitted 
via an electronic interface.

This call for tenders is one of the first comprehensive green 
public procurement tenders in Hungary and thus has great sig-
nificance. As a good practice example and feasibility testing 
for the upcoming GPP act, this case study provides very useful 
supporting data.

Conclusions
According to the above described model and the internation-

al literature review, it is clear that GPP is one of the most im-
portant tools towards achieving sustainable consumption. The 
reports of the European Commission and some of the Member 
States’ practices show that the concept can be used very effec-
tively. For this reason some of them are implementing policies 
that mandate authorities to green their purchases. The statistics 
show that there isn’t a clear link between mandatory GPP and 
the number or value of green tenders. In Hungary, the draft 
government act would require a certain number of public au-
thorities to use green criteria. Even before the act came into 
effect, the National Bank of Hungary decided to have a green 
tender according to the requirements of the act. The experienc-
es of the most comprehensive green tender in Hungary shows 
that the use of GPP is feasible and the key to successful imple-
mentation of green public procurement is commitment and the 
technical know-how.
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