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Green Purchasing Policies, or How to change
practices at a lot of places all at once
April 12th, 2011, posted by Annie Leonard

After my recent rant against styrofoam, many of you commented on our blog and
Facebook Group or emailed us with ideas for combating that indestructible white stuff,
as well as other wasteful packaging. We heard about so many good strategies that I
thought we should go over some of them in the coming weeks, to learn more about
them and figure out which ones we each might want to give a try. Think of them as
new tools for our “Make the World Better’ tool boxes.

The strategy I want to talk about today is inspired by Tara Escudero. After she heard
about my run-in with the styrofoam mountain at the Clarion Hotel breakfast buffet (link
to that blog post?) Tara went above the unresponsive hotel manager to the
company’s headquarters. There, she learned that styrofoam plates are on a list of
products recommended throughout the entire hotel chain. This one list guides
purchasing at hundreds of hotels all across the U.S.

That’s not unusual. It’s common practice for hotel chains, schools, hospitals,
churches, cities and even national government agencies to be required to purchase
supplies from pre-approved lists of products.

So, the criterion by which stuff gets on or off those lists is really important.

If we can get responsible, healthy, green criteria applied to these pre-approved lists,
then stupid things like styrofoam and PVC will be prohibited and environmentally
preferable, reusable, non-toxic products will be required throughout the entire
business, hotel chain, school system, or city.

There are lots of names for the strategy of ensuring approved products meet some
green criteria; some people call it Environmentally Preferable Purchasing (EPP),
Green Procurement or Responsible Purchasing. Whatever you call it, the goal is the
same: making it easier for institutions to identify and chose the least toxic, least
wasteful, most energy efficient products available. This helps downstream (at the
use and disposal stage) by having less toxic and less wasteful stuff to manage. With
EPP, we just won’t see a lot of styrofoam around because it wouldn’t make the
approved “green” list. And EPP also helps upstream (at the production stage)
because it stimulates the demand for environmentally preferable products, shifting the
market to supply more sustainable goods. When we talk about big institutions or
government budgets, we’re talking about a lot of buying power, a lot of potential to
influence markets. EPP strategies leverage all that buying power to shift the market
away from the toxic wasteful stuff to cleaner production.

Imagine, for example, asking your Environmental Protection Agency or Environment
Ministry to commit to buying only recycled paper. It would be pretty embarrassing for
them to refuse, and once they were on board, it would encourage more paper mills to
switch to using waste paper – rather than trees – to meet the new demand.

Working for greener purchasing guidelines is an effective strategy to shift practices
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