
 

Sustainable Public Sector Food Procurement
October 2012
 
 
 
 
 

The public sector in Wales spends over £70m a year on food, 
£20m of which is spent on the procurement of fresh food.  The 
Welsh Government has a duty to ensure that sustainable 
development is central to all of its undertakings.  
 
This paper examines the development by the Welsh 
Government of guidance for public sector organisations in 
working to embed sustainable practices, including reducing food 
waste and procuring locally, into their procurement practice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The National Assembly for Wales is the democratically 
elected body that represents the interests of Wales and 
its people, makes laws for Wales and holds the Welsh 
Government to account.

The Research Service provides expert and impartial research and information to 
support Assembly Members and committees in fulfilling the scrutiny, legislative 
and representative functions of the National Assembly for Wales.

Research Service briefings are compiled for the benefit of Assembly Members and their 
support staff. Authors are available to discuss the contents of these papers with Members 
and their staff but cannot advise members of the general public. We welcome comments on 
our briefings; please post or email to the addresses below.

An electronic version of this paper can be found on the National Assembly’s website at:
 www.assemblywales.org/research

Further hard copies of this paper can be obtained from:
 
Research Service
National Assembly for Wales
Cardiff Bay
CF99 1NA

Email: Research.Service@wales.gov.uk
Twitter: @NAWResearch 

© National Assembly for Wales Commission Copyright 2012
The text of this document may be reproduced free of charge in any format or medium providing that it is 
reproduced accurately and not used in a misleading or derogatory context. The material must be acknowledged 
as copyright of the National Assembly for Wales Commission and the title of the document specified.

Enquiry no: 12/1668

mailto:Research.Service@wales.gov.uk


 

Sustainable Public Sector Food Procurement
October 2012
 
Amy McDougall
 
Paper Number: 12/046 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Research Service gratefully acknowledges the 
Parliamentary Fellowship provided to Ms McDougall 
by the Natural Environment Research Council, which 
enabled this paper to be completed.

 

 

 



 



 

Summary 

This paper describes sustainable food procurement in the public sector. The 

paper explains what sustainable procurement encapsulates and how it might be 

embedded in policy.  It also covers the legal framework in which procurement 

must be achieved. 

 

Section three illustrates the current state of play in terms of the proportion of 

Welsh food procured in the public sector. It also details the actions taken by the 

Welsh Government to ensure greater uptake of sustainable and/ or local food. 

 

Section four discusses the barriers identified by the Welsh Government to greater 

sustainable public procurement and describes how the Welsh Government is 

working to overcome such barriers. 

 

The final section is an illustrative case study giving an example of sustainable 

food procurement in action from the Italian capital Rome.         
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Sustainable Public Sector Food 

1. Introduction  

The public sector in Wales spends over £70m a year on food,
1

 £20m of which is 

spent on the procurement of fresh food
2

.  The Welsh Government has a duty to 

ensure that sustainable development is central to all of its undertakings.  

Guidance on the sustainable procurement of public sector food is found in a 

number of Welsh Government policy documents.            

The Welsh Government, in its Sustainable Development Annual Report, sets out 

the progress made towards embedding sustainable development into its 

procurement process.  The development of guidance for public sector 

organisations promoting the provision of healthy food choices and working to 

embed sustainable practices, including reducing food waste and procuring locally, 

are examples of the progress made.   

The Welsh Government has identified a number of barriers to increasing the 

amount of food which is procured sustainably.            

1.1. The Welsh Government and Sustainable Development 

The Government of Wales Act 2006
3

 places a duty on the Welsh Government to 

promote sustainable development.  Therefore sustainable development must be a 

guiding principle in the exercise of the Government’s undertakings.  The Welsh 

Government paper One Wales; One Planet 2009,
4

 the sustainable development 

scheme for Wales, outlines what sustainable development means for Wales: 

In Wales, sustainable development means enhancing the economic, social and environmental 

wellbeing of people and communities, achieving a better quality of life for our own and 

future generations: 

 In ways which promote social justice and equality of opportunity; and 

 In ways which enhance the natural and cultural environment and respect its limits- 

using only our fair share of the earth’s resources and sustaining our cultural legacy. 

Sustainable development is the process by which we reach the goal of sustainability. 

 

The Welsh Government recognises procurement as a key driver in delivering its 

sustainable development commitments for Wales.
5

  

                                       

 
1

 National Assembly for Wales, Rural Development Committee, RDC(3)-04-11: Paper 5- Welsh Public Sector Food 

Purchasing Survey 2010  June 2010 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

2

 Welsh Government, Local Sourcing Action Plan- Food and Drink for Wales ,2009. [accessed 9 July 2012] 

3

  Government of Wales Act 2006 (Chapter 79 ) [accessed 6
t

July 2012] 

4

 Welsh Government, One Wales: One Planet, May 2009 [accessed 6 July 2012] 

5

 Welsh Government, Community Benefits: Delivering Maximum value for the Welsh Pound, 2010 [accessed 19 July 

2012] 

http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/drah/publications/090601localsourcingactionplanen.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/32/contents
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/desh/publications/090521susdev1wales1planeten.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/dpsp/publications/valuewales/100426commbenefitsen.pdf


3 

 

 

1.2. Characterising ‘Sustainable Food’ 

The Welsh Government has not sought to legally define ‘sustainable food’.
6

 The 

food and farming charity Sustain
7

 give the following definition:  

     …sustainable food should be produced, processed and traded in ways that: 

 Contribute to thriving local economies and sustainable livelihoods – both in the UK 

and, in the case of imported products, in producer countries;  

 Protect the diversity of both plants and animals (and the welfare of farmed and wild 

species), and avoid damaging natural resources and contributing to climate change;  

 Provide social benefits, such as good quality food, safe and healthy products, and 

educational opportunities. 

1.3. Key Global Challenges  

The Welsh Government’s farming strategy, Farming, Food and Countryside: 

Building a secure future identifies a number of factors motivating the drive for 

sustainable food production and procurement; here the three most relevant to 

food procurement are listed:
8

   

 Food security, ensuring that there is enough food to feed an ever growing 

world population is now a global concern.  The Welsh Government recognises 

achieving food security in Wales will involve strengthening local supply 

chains and developing markets to secure local food security.
9

    

 Climate change is considered by the Welsh Government as the ‘greatest 

threat to the future of the planet.’
10

  The Welsh Government suggests that 

careful land management can reduce the amount of greenhouse gas 

emissions, conserve carbon and mitigate change.
11

 

 The strategy notes that food and human health are inextricably linked; in the 

case of affluent countries illnesses related to dietary excesses are on the 

increase.
12

  In Wales, 57 per cent of adults are classed as overweight or 

obese
13

. The Welsh Government identifies education as an ‘essential part of 

the solution to food/ health problems’.
14

   

 

                                       

 
6

  Welsh Government, Local Sourcing Action Plan- Food and Drink for Wales, 2009. [accessed 9 July 2012] 

7

 Sustain, What is Sustainable Food? [accessed 6 July 2012] 

8

 Welsh Government, Farming Food and Countryside: Building a Secure Future, May 2009 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

9

 Ibid 

10

 Ibid 

11

 Welsh Government, Farming Food and Countryside: Building a Secure Future, May 2009 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

12

 Welsh Government, Farming Food and Countryside: Building a Secure Future, May 2009 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

13

 Welsh Government, Welsh Health Survey 2011; Initial Headline Results, May 2012 [accessed 17 July 2012] 

14

 Welsh Government, Farming Food and Countryside: Building a Secure Future, May 2009 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

14

 Ibid 

http://wales.gov.uk/docs/drah/publications/090601localsourcingactionplanen.pdf
http://www.sustainweb.org/sustainablefood/what_is_sustainable_food/
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/drah/publications/090507ffcmaindocen.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/drah/publications/090507ffcmaindocen.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/drah/publications/090507ffcmaindocen.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/topics/statistics/headlines/health2012/1205222/?lang=en
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/drah/publications/090507ffcmaindocen.pdf
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2. Sustainable Public Sector Food Procurement  

2.1. Achieving Sustainable Food Procurement  

The Welsh Government sets out in its sustainable development scheme three 

pillars of sustainable development, these can be categorised as i) economic, ii) 

environmental and iii) social.
15

  The diagram below sets out some examples of the 

types of actions which could be taken by different sectors to ensure sustainable 

development in food procurement.  

 

Figure 1 Achieving Sustainable Development in food procurement* 

 

*The different scales at which sustainable food procurement can be delivered and types of action.  

(Arrows represent knowledge transfer)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       

 
15

 Welsh Government, One Wales: One Planet, May 2009 [accessed 6 July 2012] 

http://wales.gov.uk/docs/desh/publications/090521susdev1wales1planeten.pdf
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2.2. The legal framework  

It is important to recognise that the Welsh Government and the public sector must 

adhere to EU legislative guidelines on procurement when designing and offering 

contracts. 

European Union Procurement Law 

Public procurement in the European Union is governed by two sets of legislation; 

i) The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union,
16

 (The Treaty)  and ii) the 

Procurement Directives.   

Public procurement legislation is chiefly derived from The Treaty principles of:   

 Equal treatment and non-discrimination: Creating a level playing field, where 

everyone has the opportunity to win the contract irrespective of nationality or 

familiarity, or not, with the contracting authority;     

 Transparency: Stipulating clear requirements and award criteria, and 

adhering to them; and 

 Proportionality: Setting requirements relevant to the contracts objectives;    

 Mutual recognition:  Recognising and giving equal validity, where 

appropriate, to qualifications and technical standards of other Member 

States.    

The European Commission states that these principles are chiefly designed to 

create a free internal market within the EU by eliminating barriers to trade across 

Member States. The European Commission has more recently given its attention 

to balancing these principles with the emerging values of sustainable 

development, social inclusion and environmental protection.  The European 

Commission is seeking to modernise procurement in the European Union as one 

of a raft of priorities identified in the 2011 communication, The Single Market Act: 

Twelve levers to boost growth and confidence.
17

 The European Commission 

pledged to implement a legislative proposal for a:   

…revised and modernised public procurement legislative framework, with a view to 

underpinning a balanced policy which fosters demand for environmentally sustainable, 

socially responsible and innovative goods, services and works. This revision should also 

result in simpler and more flexible procurement procedures for contracting authorities and 

provide easier access for companies, especially SMEs.
18

 

Negotiations on a new European Directive on Public Procurement are currently on-

going.
19
  

                                       

 
16

 OJ C 115,9.15.2008 

17

 European Commission, Commission proposals to modernise the European public procurement market - Frequently 

Asked Questions , [accessed 14 June 2012]  

18

 Ibid 

19

 Research Service Quick Guide, Modernising EU Public Procurement Directives, 2012 [accessed 19 July 2012]     

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2008:115:0047:0199:EN:PDF
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/11/931&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=MEMO/11/931&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
http://www.assemblywales.org/12-031.pdf
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In addition, to encourage contracting authorities to include environmental and 

social clauses in its procurement contracts the European Commission has created 

guidelines on environmentally- and socially – minded procurement.  

Green Public Procurement 

Green Public Procurement (GPP) is defined by the European Commission as   

…a process whereby public authorities seek to procure 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.
20

 

There are two sets of GPP criteria, i) Core criteria: which aid contracting 

authorities to address key environmental impacts and ii) Comprehensive criteria: 

these aid contracting authorities in purchasing the best available environmental 

products.  These criteria include: 

 Procurement of organic or sustainably produced/caught food;    

 Procurement of livestock products with high welfare standards; and 

 Procurement of seasonal products.
21

 

Currently implementing GPP criteria in the procurement process is voluntary.
22

   

Within European Commission procurement law there are also provisions for 

introducing a social element (SRPP) into the contracting procedure within the 

bounds of The Treaty.
23  

 The European Commission states that socially 

responsible food procurement could include the promotion of ‘employment 

opportunities, decent work, social inclusion…ethical trade, and seek to achieve 

wider compliance with social standards’.
24

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       

 
20

 Ibid 

21

European Commission, Catering and Food Green Product Procurement Sheet [accessed 19 July 2012] 

22

 European Commission, Buying Green: A Handbook on Green Public Procurement 2011 [accessed 19 July2012] 

23

 European Commission, Buying Social: A Guide to Taking Account of Social Considerations in Public Procurement 

2010 [accessed 19 July 2012] 

24

 Ibid 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/gpp/pdf/toolkit/food_GPP_product_sheet.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/gpp/pdf/buying_green_handbook_en.pdf
file:///C:/Users/SeatonN/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/LNRKVMJH/ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet%3fdocId=6457&langId=en
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UK Procurement Law  

The Public Contracts Regulations 2006, which apply in England, Wales and 

Northern Ireland, were created to implement the current EU Directives.
25 

 The 

regulations establish conditions designed to ensure a level playing field among 

Member States following the EU principles of equal treatment and 

non-discrimination. 

The public sector has a legal obligation to demonstrate that ‘best value’ is 

achieved in purchasing.
26

 Guidance issued by the Welsh Government states that 

‘Best value,’ or ‘Value for money,’ does not necessarily mean the cheapest bid, but 

the bid which best fulfils the purchaser’s requirements, environmental or 

otherwise, most cost effectively.
27

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       

 
25

Public Contracts Regulations 2006  SI 2006/05[accessed 15 July 2012] 

26

 UK Public Sector Audit Agencies, VFM in Public Sector Corporate Services  2007 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

27

 Welsh Government, Food For Thought- A new approach to public sector food procurement,  July 2004 [hard copy] 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2006/5/contents/made
http://www.wao.gov.uk/assets/vfm_in_public_sector_corporate_services.pdf


8 

 

 

3. Current state of play 

The public sector in Wales spends over £70m on food,
28

 £20m of which is spent 

on the procurement of fresh food.
29

  At present there is no quantitative record of 

sustainable food procurement in the public sector.  A ‘good’ proxy indicator for 

sustainable procurement is the amount of Welsh food and drink which is being 

procured.   

Welsh Public Sector Food Purchasing Survey 

The Welsh Government produces the Welsh Public Sector Food Purchasing 

Survey,
30

 on a biannual basis.  The survey examines the total value of food 

purchased by the Welsh public sector; it also seeks to determine the quantity of 

food which is of Welsh origin. The most significant purchasing sectors are, i) NHS, 

ii) Local Authorities and iii) Higher Education.
31

  

The most up to date figures available were published by the Welsh Government in 

2010 and are based on 2009 records.  The Purchasing Survey of 2010 received 41 

responses of a possible identified 100 food purchasing organisations.  Evidently 

not all food purchased by the Public Sector in Wales can be of Welsh origin.
32

 

Therefore the Purchasing survey concentrated on those categories where there 

was the greatest prospect of ‘buying Welsh’.  These included 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

The authors of the Purchasing Survey focussed on bread, meat and milk because 

they represent the largest share of Welsh origin produce purchased.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                       

 
28

 National Assembly for Wales, Rural Development Committee RDC(3)-04-11: Paper 5- Welsh Public Sector Food 

Purchasing Survey 2010  June 2010 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

29

 Welsh Government, Local Sourcing Action Plan- Food and Drink for Wales, 2009. [accessed 0
h

 July 2012] 

30

 National Assembly for Wales, Rural Development Committee, RDC(3)-04-11: Paper 5- Welsh Public Sector Food 

Purchasing Survey 2010 , June 2010 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

31

 Ibid  

32

 National Assembly for Wales, Rural Development Committee, RDC(3)-04-11: Paper 5- Welsh Public Sector Food 

Purchasing Survey 2010 , June 2010 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

 Bread  

 Milk  

 Fruit & vegetables  

 Dairy products  

 

 Fresh meat  

 Ready meals  

 Soft drinks  

 Bottled Water  

 

http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/drah/publications/090601localsourcingactionplanen.pdf
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
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Figure 2: Per Cent of Total Food Purchased of Welsh Origin 2003 and 2009 

   

 
 

Source: Welsh Government, Welsh Public Sector Food Purchasing Survey 2010
33

 

 

The Purchasing Survey found that the product categories to see the greatest rise 

in Welsh-origin procurement were fruit and vegetables (21.1 per cent) and dairy 

products, not including milk (21per cent).  The authors of the Purchasing Survey 

state that the opportunity to buy more Welsh fruit and vegetables is mainly limited 

by the range of fruit and vegetables available in Wales.
34

  Production of fruit and 

vegetable in Wales is dominated by potato crops which represent 65 per cent of 

total land-use for potato and horticultural crops in 2004.
35

 The final 35 per cent is 

divided between other vegetable crops (16 per cent) and fruit (19 per cent 

representing orchard and small fruits).   

The Welsh Government’s farming strategy Farming, Food and Countryside 

attributes the decrease in Welsh milk purchasing in part to the inability of Welsh 

dairies to keep pace with changes in demand causing procurers to switch 

contracts to outside of Wales
36

.  The authors of the Purchasing Survey note that 

many companies are introducing chillers plumbed directly to the mains water and 

that this has created a decrease in overall demand for bottled water which 

explains the drop in Welsh-sourced water procurement.
37

       

 

                                       

 
33

 Ibid 

34

 Welsh Government, Farming Food and Countryside: Building a Secure Future, May 2009 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

35

 StatWales [002829] Area of Agricultural land, by type of crop and grass  [accessed 9 July 2012] 

36

 Welsh Government, Farming Food and Countryside: Building a Secure Future, May 2009 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

37

 National Assembly for Wales, Rural Development Committee, RDC(3)-04-11: Paper 5- Welsh Public Sector Food 

Purchasing Survey 2010 , June 2010 [accessed 9 July 2012] 
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http://wales.gov.uk/docs/drah/publications/090507ffcmaindocen.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/drah/publications/090507ffcmaindocen.pdf
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
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The Purchasing Survey also sought to find out the total food supplied through 

Welsh distributors by sector, percentages are shown in Table 1.
38

 

Table 1: Percentage of Total Food Purchased From Welsh Distributors 

by Sector 

   

Sector  Percentage of Total Food Purchased 

   

NHS  32.5 

Local Authority  66.3
*

  

Higher Education  37.1 

Further Education  64.1
* 

MOD/ Police Etc.  26.7 

Other Public Sector  35.3 

Source: Welsh Government Welsh Public Sector Purchasing Survey 2010
39

 

*Figures are pulled down by three very low figures and would otherwise be 70.3% and 77.5% respectively. 

 

The Purchasing Survey also investigated the amount of organic and ‘fair trade’ 

food purchased across the public sector. The survey found that in the case of 

organic purchase currently there is ‘very little’ purchased, but the impression 

given by those surveyed was that it is ‘on the increase’. A regular response was: 

We purchase organic food wherever feasible, but it is not possible to quantify/is not 

recorded   

The survey found that the picture is similar for fair trade purchases.  Where 

respondents gave detail on their fair trade purchasing this was dominated by hot 

beverages.
40

 

The Purchasing Survey included a question on whether any Welsh PGI
41

 status 

food products had been procured. Currently the only Welsh products that have 

attained PGI status are Welsh beef and Welsh lamb.
42

  The survey found that 

overall the purchase of PGI products was low across the public sector and that the 

price was often cited as being prohibitive to increasing the purchase of PGI 

products.
43

  

 

 

 

                                       

 
38

 Ibid 

39

 Ibid 

40

 National Assembly for Wales, Rural Development Committee, RDC(3)-04-11: Paper 5- Welsh Public Sector Food 

Purchasing Survey 2010  ,June 2010 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

41

 Foods granted Protected Geographical Indicators (PGI) status must be traditionally and at least partially manufactured 

(prepared, processed OR produced) within the specific region and thus acquire unique properties.   

42

 ADAS, EU protected food names [accessed 25 July 2012]  

43

National Assembly for Wales, Rural Development Committee, RDC(3)-04-11: Paper 5- Welsh Public Sector Food 

Purchasing Survey 2010  June 2010 [accessed 9 July 2012] 

http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://www.euprotectedfoodnames.org.uk/Default.aspx?tabid=160
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-third-assembly/bus-committees/bus-committees-scrutiny-committees/bus-committees-third-rd-home/bus-committees-third-rd-agendas.htm?act=dis&id=211817&ds=3/2011
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The Purchasing Survey report indicated that there is still significant scope for 

increasing the supply of Welsh food and drink to the public sector as it is 

estimated that of a £66 million annual spend, the industry could potentially 

supply around £30 million worth of produce. The Purchasing Survey observed 

that currently the supply from the Welsh food and drink sector amounts to less 

than £15 million.
44

  

3.1. Welsh Government Policy Actions 

Public sector food procurement has figured in a number of Welsh Government 

strategies over the past decade.  These strategies have focused on developing      

i) Welsh food production and sales, ii) Welsh agriculture, iii) procurement 

guidelines, and iv) access to procurement contracts for Welsh businesses.  These 

are discussed in greater detail in the next section.        

The Welsh Government as part of its commitments made in One Wales: One Planet 

publishes an annual report on its progress towards sustainable development.
45

  

The Sustainable Development Annual Report
46

 for 2011 discusses the 

improvements made in public sector procurement. The report praises the way in 

which sustainable development has been embedded into procurement tools and 

principles by Value Wales.  The report recognises Value Wales’ work to improve 

hospital food and nutrition, deliver initiatives on local food procurement, and in 

making it easier for small local firms to win government contracts.  The Welsh 

Government highlights the development of guidance for public sector 

organisations promoting the provision of healthy food choices and working to 

embed sustainable practices, including reducing food waste and procuring locally.  

The report also focuses on the commitment to the Value Wales Opening Doors 

charter and the increased use of ‘community benefit’ clauses in contracts, both 

having contributed to a rise in the awarding of contracts to Welsh suppliers, from 

35 per cent  in 2004 to 51 per cent  in 2008.
47

  

Reviewing Sustainable Practices  

As part of Value Wales commitment to realising sustainability in procurement it 

has created the Sustainable Procurement Assessment Framework and the 

Sustainability Risk Assessment.
48

  These analysis tools are designed to help 

organisations evaluate and enhance their progress towards achieving sustainable 

procurement.        

                                       

 
44

 Ibid 

45

 Welsh Government, One Wales: One Planet, May 2009 [accessed 6
t

 July2012] 

46

 Welsh Governmen,t One Wales: One Planet  The Sustainable Development Report 2010-2011, September 2011 

[accessed 9
t

 July2012] 

47

 Ibid 

48

 Welsh Government, Sustainable Risk Assessment and Performance Monitoring [accessed 26 June 2012] 

http://wales.gov.uk/docs/desh/publications/090521susdev1wales1planeten.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/desh/publications/110922sdaren.pdf
http://www.buy4wales.co.uk/PRP/general/strategy%20/procstrat/sustainableriskassessmentandperformancemonitoring
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Local Government Procurement Policy 

The Welsh Local Government Association states that its members are responsible 

for over 50 per cent of all public sector procurement monies which means they 

are well-placed to implement policies on sustainable food procurement at the 

grass-roots level.
49

 Some authorities have taken steps to create sustainable food 

procurement strategies, for example, Carmarthenshire Catering Services, 

Carmarthenshire County Council’s in-house catering service, has developed the 

Local Sustainable Food Strategy.
50

   This strategy outlines Carmarthenshire 

Catering Services’ path to achieving sustainable food procurement whilst also 

supporting local producers.  
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4. Increasing Sustainable Procurement in the Public Sector 

The Welsh Government sought to identify the barriers preventing more 

sustainable public food procurement through its Local Sourcing Action Plan.
51

   

The barriers preventing the greater procurement of sustainable food are 

summarised in the Local Sourcing Action Plan as being:
52

 

a) Understanding how to assess awarding of contracts on sustainability related 

quality requirements against cost;  

b) The lack of a definition of sustainable food; 

c) A perception that procurers actively encouraging more bids from local (or 

UK) producers are in breach of the EU legislation ;and 

d) The difficulties encountered by SMEs in accessing the public procurement 

supply chain.  

The following sections deal with each of these barriers in turn. 

4.1. Balancing Sustainability Quality Requirements against Cost 

In 2004, Value Wales, in collaboration with the Welsh Local Government 

Procurement Support Unit, published Food for Thought- A new approach to public 

sector food procurement.’
53

 The report looked across the entire process of 

procurement and guidance on a series of topics including, i) sustainable 

procurement, ii) food culture, iii) nutrition and, iv) rural economy and supply 

chains.   

Food For Thought
54

 discusses in detail the evaluation of contract specifications 

and tender submissions on the basis of Quality, giving the below definition:     

Quality is defined as; 

 How environmentally friendly the production process is, 

 The quality or nutritional value of the product, 

 The freshness of the product, 

 Its contribution to sustainable development, 

o Food production and processing method (i.e. organic, good animal 

welfare, preservation of food stocks (e.g. fish)) 

o Recognition of appropriate quality or ethical assurance schemes (i.e. 

Fair Trade, Rainforest Alliance, Red Tractor etc.)
55
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Food for Thought states that the phrasing of the contract specification holds the 

greatest scope for factoring in Quality criteria based on social and environmental 

requirement.
56

 The guidelines contained in the report examine a number of 

options relevant to sustainable food procurement, with potential for inclusion in 

the specification. These are: 

 Nutritional content: The guidelines state that greater consumption of fruit 

and vegetables is supported by the Welsh Government and that specifications 

can be used to set minimum standards for product content.  

 Fresh Food: The guidelines suggest that including some elements of fresh 

food can bring added benefits, an ability to reflect local culture, seasonality 

and reduced packaging.  

 Shelf Life: The guidelines recommend that specifying contracts for longer 

shelf-life can reduce waste, and the specification of larger, less frequent 

deliveries would reduce emissions and possibly the amount of packaging.      

 Packaging:  The guidelines also suggest specifying less packaging or more 

environmentally friendly packaging can reduce waste.  

 Organic Produce: The guidelines highlight that it is possible to specify 

production processes that meet the organisation’s objectives. 

 Tolerances:   The guidelines recommend the reconsideration of product’s 

tolerances by organisations i.e. accepting produce for use in cooking 

processes that would be rejected by supermarkets on cosmetic grounds.          

 Contribution to Sustainable Development: The guidelines state that 

contracting authorities can specify requirements in line with their own 

sustainable development policies.  

 Added-value services:  The guidelines suggest that organisations may wish 

to require additional services from contractors, such as promoting healthy 

eating, waste reduction planning, or organising educational activities. 

In addition, Food For Thought recommends performing a life cycle analysis on 

potential products to tease out the product’s sustainable credentials (economic, 

environmental or social).
57

  Food for Thought describes the applicability of life 

cycle analysis.  It states that in the case of environmental aspects, the analysis 

looks across a food products ‘life cycle’ shifting the focus away from the 

provenance of the ingredients towards the food product’s embodied energy use. 

Food for Thought discusses how public sector procurement officers can justify 

‘quality’ requirements in the contracting process, stating that under EU 

regulations tenders can be awarded on the basis of being most ‘economically 
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advantageous’, as opposed to ‘lowest cost’.
58

 Food for Thought outlines how 

procurement officers should pick which tender to select saying that the most 

‘economically advantageous’ tender is that which best fulfils the criteria laid down 

in the contract e.g. quality or after-sales requirements.
59

   Food for Thought 

advises, in line with European Commission guidelines,
60

 that contracting 

authorities must set criteria which can be objectively assessed when tenders are 

evaluated, but it is also useful to set criteria which can be later assessed for 

contract conformance.
61

   

4.2. The Lack of a Definition of Sustainable Food 

The Local Sourcing Action plan identifies that the lack of a legal definition of what 

constitutes Sustainable Food
62

 is preventing greater uptake of sustainable criteria 

in procurement.  In its 2012-2013 legislative programme the Welsh Government 

sets out its intention to complete a White paper consultation on a Sustainable 

Development Bill.
63

 The Welsh Government in the consultation document, 

Proposals for a Sustainable Development Bill, asks for views on the ‘merits of 

having a single definition of ‘sustainable development’ that applies across the 

Welsh statute book’.
64

  The Welsh Government states that a definition ‘could bring 

consistency and coherence to a growing body of sustainable development law in 

Wales and to the public sector’s effort to comply with it.’ The Welsh Government 

also lists the principal disadvantage to a legal definition which ‘concerns the 

question of whether our understanding of what constitutes ‘sustainable 

development’ may change over time’, stating that the ‘definition may need to be 

revisited as [its] understanding evolves’.  The consultation closed on the 18 July 

2012.
65
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4.3. Local Food Procurement and EU Regulations 

The Local Sourcing Action Plan
66

 sets out the Welsh Government’s vision to 

strengthen the Welsh food and drink sector.  The plan identifies that the public 

sector’s large spend on food provides opportunities for local primary producers.
67

 

The Action Plan states that if properly exploited this could result in enhanced 

levels of service and lower environmental impacts through the localisation of the 

food supply chain.
68

   

The purchasing of local food and drink is limited by European Commissions 

procurement regulations on the basis of maintaining a free market, and so giving 

preference to a supplier based on location will likely be in breach of The Treaty.
69

  

However, the Welsh Government’s Farming Food and Countryside strategy states 

that although awarding a contract on the basis of a supplier’s ‘geographic 

location,’ is contravening the Treaty, buyers may legitimately specify requirements 

for ‘freshness, delivery frequencies, specific varieties and production 

standards, such as organic, those covered by the EU Protected Food Names 

scheme and other quality standards’
70

[my emphasis].   

4.4. Difficulties encountered by SMEs in accessing the public 

procurement supply chain 

In the Local Sourcing Action Plan the Welsh Government recognises that better 

engaging business, particularly SMEs, is key to achieving sustainable public food 

procurement.
71

  The emphasis is on ‘removing obstacles for suppliers rather than 

promoting or favouring Welsh produce’.
72

 

 

The Agri-food sector in Wales produces £1.8 billion of Wales GDP, and consists of 

500 firms of which the vast majority are in the SME sector.
73

  Value Wales 

established a Welsh Public Sector Food Procurement Group in 2004, which 

focussed on the development of supply from SMEs and the sustainable 

development agenda.  To further demonstrate the public sector’s commitment to 

procure more from SMEs in 2006 Value Wales launched Opening Doors- the 

Charter for SME friendly procurement.
74

  Importantly, Opening Doors set out 

guidance for SMEs wishing to supply public sector organisations.  This was 
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followed by the 2007, Value Wales, All Wales sourcing strategy,
75

 which was aimed 

at maximising the Welsh share of public sector contracts.  

To better advertise public procurement contracts in Wales Value Wales created 

Xchangewales.  This provides an online hub for contracting authorities and 

suppliers to post and respond to tender.
76

 Since its inception £5 billion of 

procurement notices have been advertised. 

The Local Sourcing Action Plan identified several barriers to greater public sector 

procurement from SMEs: 

 SMEs being unable to supply the large volume of food required; 

 the increased cost of food from SMEs due to the size of these businesses; 

 the quality and consistency of services; and 

 difficulties in distribution across Wales due to the location of food 

producers.
77

 

To address the problem of SMEs being unable to fulfil contracts due to their scale 

Food for Thought recommended that contracts are split into constituent parts; this 

might mean separate tenders to supply meat, or even down to the individual 

product i.e. tendering for beef.
78

   

The Local Sourcing Action Plan champions the development of local food hubs, 

which can address the issues of scale and consistency of supply and distribution.
79

  

The Action Plan explains that food hubs are created to enable relatively small 

producers to trade with and distribute to public sector consortia, major retailers 

and food service companies, usually through intermediary commercial 

arrangements.
80

 The Welsh Government sees its role in stimulating the 

development of commercial food hubs by the private sector and through 

collaborative ventures, and in supporting their establishment through available 

grant mechanisms.
81

 The Action Plan states that by developing a framework which 

encourages the setting up of regional distribution hubs, promotes purchasing 

consortia and ensures that an efficient system is in place for advertising tenders, 

there is considerable opportunity to increase the uptake of Welsh food and drink.
82
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The Supply Chains Efficiencies Scheme, an aspect of the Rural Development Plan 

for Wales 2007-2013,
83

 provides financial support to farmers, growers and 

foresters in the development of collaborative, supply chain- focussed initiatives 

which will develop new products, processes and technologies in the farming, food 

and forestry sectors.  The scheme supports the Action Plan’s objectives by i) 

increasing the capacity of smaller producers, ii) increasing the availability of high 

quality Welsh regional produce and iii) shortening supply chains and enabling 

opportunities for direct producer-consumer contact.  

The Welsh Government runs ‘Open for Business’ procurement events which bring 

together public sector buyers and suppliers.
84

  The events provide a chance to 

debate the challenges and opportunities in public procurement, and to showcase 

good procurement practice. The businesses involved in these events receive 

updates on how procurement processes are changing and contracts are 

advertised.   
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5. Public Food: An Example of Best Practice  

The Italian Quality Food Revolution
85

 

Morgan and Sonnino investigated food procurement policy across the globe for 

their book The School Food Revolution.
86

  The Italian case study included in the 

book is set out below.    

The book states that school food in Italy is designed to be dual-function; teaching 

children about their local food heritage and traditions, but also developing their 

sense of taste.  In 1999, the Italian Government issued Finance Law 488, directly 

establishing an explicit link between public sector catering and organic and local 

food. It stated that:        

To guarantee the promotion of organic agricultural production of ‘quality’ food products, 

public institutions that operate school and hospital canteens will provide in the daily diet the 

use of organic, typical and traditional products as well as those from denominated areas, 

taking into account the guidelines and other recommendations of the National Institute of 

Nutrition.  

‘Cultura che Nutre’ (Culture that Feeds), a food strategy launched in 1998 by the 

Italian Government, sought to unite the different actors involved in food 

education:  

In Italy food education has always been approached from the health perspective, from a 

scientific perspective, from a nutritional perspective.  The methodology [of Cultura che 

Nutre] is new […]. In addition to health, we have tried to approach food education from a 

sociological, anthropological, psychological and folkloric standpoint.  This integrates 

perfectly with other policies that focus on the conservation of the Mediterranean tradition, of 

Italian typical products and of traditional regional cuisines. [ISMEA representative quoted 

in The School Food Revolution]. 

In Rome, the authors state that this has been interpreted by the Rome Council into 

a school food policy which demands ‘quality,’ ecological sustainability and social 

justice. The authors argued that a significant achievement by Rome’s authority 

was to not consider ‘quality’ and ‘price’ as irreconcilable goals.  The case study 

highlights that Rome’s first step was to demand organic produce where possible 

and to introduce a points-scheme which scored contract bids on price, but also 

environmental credentials and ability to provide organic, fair trade or PGI produce. 

The authors highlight that the Rome Authority adopted an innovative approach to 

contracting which was to introduce four quality principles as the basis of school’s 

menus.  These quality principles are:          
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1. Seasonality: the menus have a summer and a winter version and are mostly 

based on the use of fresh food.     

2. Variety: To ensure an adequate intake of all necessary nutrients and 

introduce children to different foods, it was established that no dish is to be 

served more than once every five weeks. 

3. Territoriality: To emphasize the links between food and a specific area of 

production, Rome prioritized certified meat products- a move that opened 

up a new market not only for Italian veal producers, but also Welsh lamb 

producers and French pork producers.  In addition, it was established that 

the bread served in schools must be baked and packaged within six hours 

and must be consumed no longer than 12 hours after packaging. 

4. Nutritiousness: on the basis of the guidelines provided by the Italian 

Institute of Nutrition, Rome established that the mid-morning snack must 

provide 8-10 per cent of the recommended daily nutritional intake for 

children, while lunch must guarantee 35 per cent.  

Morgan and Sonnino found that this approach to food procurement has developed 

an economic relationship between consumer and producers which embeds the 

principles of sustainable development.  It promotes sustainability both locally, 

through its demands for ‘fresh, seasonal and traceable food’ but also 

internationally by its requirement for Fair Trade produce.  

 

 




