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Which is the most significant way in which the (classical) 
procurement Directive has changed in terms of facilitating 
sustainable public procurement (SPP)? To begin with, the 
old Directive was entirely unclear in that there was absolutely 
no detailed built-in guidance on how to take social and 
environmental criteria into consideration when drafting 
procurement documentation or award criteria. There was only 
an indication that, on an optional basis, such criteria could be 
taken into account, but the lack of clarity made it very difficult 
to ascertain what was legally possible. The guidance provided 
by the Commission, such as the Buying Green Handbook, was 
helpful in this context, but uncertainties remained, so the full 
potential for SPP remained untapped to a large extent.  

The new Directive makes it clear that social and 
environmental aspects can now be taken into account in 
certain circumstances, in particular with the explicit mention 
of taking into account whole procurement life cycle costs in 
what constitutes the best value for money offer. Buyers can 
also require certification/labels or other equivalent evidence 
of social or environmental characteristics including fair trade 
criteria, further facilitating procurement of contracts with such 
objectives. At the same time, the potential abuse of these new 
rules on social and green procurement should be adequately 
curtailed by safeguards. In particular, contracting authorities 
cannot use reference to labels as an excuse to favour certain 
suppliers over others, since the social and environmental 
criteria must refer to factors directly linked to the subject 
matter of the contract.

The clarifications achieved in this reform of the EU procurement 
rules on reference to social and environmental considerations 
represent an important first step, which now needs testing in 
practice and most likely adapting at a later stage according 
to practitioner experiences and feedback. The European 
Commission should also work with governments in drawing 
up best practice guidance on how to apply these new rules. 

Interview:  Revision of the Public Procurement Directives: The potential for GPP 
The Directive is already very ambitious in terms of the jump it has 
made from very little clarity to a developed system for ensuring 
more social and environmentally friendly public procurement. It 
would probably not have been wise to go any further at this stage.

Do you see a potential benefit for green public procurement 
in terms of the newly permitted:  a) Innovation Partnerships? 
With the new “innovation partnerships” procedure, which I 
proposed, buyers can now readily work in structured partnerships 
with innovative start-ups and SMEs, providing them with a boost 
while channelling their innovation potential in developing new 
products or services. Since many innovations have a positive 
environmental impact, or have an environmental objective in 
delivering innovative public services, works or supplies, this 
procedure will undoubtedly boost green procurement.

b) Assessment of staff members in the award phase? As regards 
assessing staff members at the award phase, for contracts where 
the quality of the staff can be an important factor for executing 
the contract, it will be of benefit to make  sure the right individual 
expertise exists, ensuring environmental considerations are 
properly taken into account. However, it will be for Member 
State Governments to ensure appropriate guidance exists on the 
specific circumstances in which this provision should be used. 

The approach to referencing ecolabels has been modified in 
the new Directives. Do you think this is likely to significantly 
alter the way in which they are used by procurers? Indeed, the 
possibility of referencing ecolabels already existed in Article 23(6) 
of 2004/18/EC, so this provision is not new. However, the changes 
enacted in the reform will make it more readily possible for 
procurers to make reference to environmental labelling standards 
in procurement documentation.  

Do you see the changes to the Directives leading to a significant 
increase in requests for and hence the number of ecolabelled 
products on the market and/or EMAS registered companies? 
Accounting for around 18% of GDP, public procurement is a 
significant driver of economic production. If you add to this that 
the new rules openly encourage good innovative procurement 
and public bodies to spend much more on buying-in innovative 
products and services, including innovative products specifically 
targeted at or delivering environmental benefits, it is self-evident 
that the correct roll-out of the new procurement toolbox will drive 
up the market offer of ecolabelled products. It will also encourage 
enterprises interested in the major growth opportunities offered 
by public procurement in the EU to obtain EMAS registration.
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