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T

here are many definitions of the
term ‘sustainability’; for the
purposes of this article it is taken
to mean the ability to succeed
over the long term.

The Agri-Food System
According to figures from the
International Labour Organisation (ILO) in
2013 agriculture accounted for 31% of
global employment, or around 1.1 billion
jobs. Although this is lower than it has
been in the past (it was 45% as recently as
1991), this remains a significant proportion
of the world’s workforce, many of whom
are engaged in smallholder subsistence
farming. In developed economies, the
proportion of people directly employed in
agriculture is far lower, but other related
sectors make up some of the gap. Figures
from the UK Food and Drink Federation
(FDF), give the total employment across all
parts of the UK’s food supply chain as 4
million, of which 400,000 are employed in
food manufacturing making it the UK’s
largest manufacturing-sector employer.
As well as creating jobs, however, the
agri-food system inevitably has a
significant environmental footprint. Leaving
aside the impact of specific crops, global
agriculture accounts for 13% of all
emissions.

A recent article
published by
the Grantham Centre
at the UK’s
University of
Sheffield found that,
perhaps counterintuitively,
manufacture of
nitrogen fertiliser
was the single
largest contributor to
the emissions
produced from the
manufacture
of a loaf of
bread.
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The bulk of the impact is not from carbon
dioxide, but from other greenhouse
gases. In the UK, figures from the
government Department for Environment
Food & Rural Affairs (DEFRA) show that
emissions from agriculture outweigh
those from food manufacture by a factor
of 7:1, with the energy required to
manufacture fertiliser, principally nitrogen
fertiliser, equating to nearly half of all of
the energy consumed in manufacturing.
A recent article published by the
Grantham Centre at the UK’s University
of Sheffield found that, perhaps
counter-intuitively, manufacture of
nitrogen fertiliser was the single largest
contributor to the emissions produced
from the manufacture of a loaf of bread.
Ironically, one of the major components
of agricultural emissions is the
breakdown of nitrogen fertilisers into
nitrous oxide, which is a very potent
greenhouse gas.
DEFRA figures also show that 48% of
food consumed in the UK in 2015
originated outside the country, continuing
a long trend for imports. Whilst some
produce, such as tropical fruits, cannot
realistically be grown here, this figure
includes other food types which could be,
with the rest of the EU accounting for
60% of the imports.
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Despite the high and increasing
demand for the products of the
agri-food system, food waste is a
global problem, with up to onethird of food produced for human
consumption being wasted. In
developing economies this is
often a consequence of underdeveloped infrastructure, with the
most significant proportion being
lost between farm and market. In
developed economies, the
problem manifests itself at the
opposite end of the value chain,
with in-home waste the most
significant factor. The UK’s Waste
& Resources Action Programme
(WRAP) estimates that UK
household waste in 2015 was 7.3
million tons, over 110kg per
person.
Global Responses
There have been numerous
initiatives aimed at addressing the
issues described above and many
others. These range from the
United Nation’s Sustainable
Development Goals, a collection
of 17 specific calls to action
beneath which are 169 ambitions,
targets and indicators, through
state-level initiatives, such as that
recently announced in France,
sector-level voluntary
programmes including Courtauld
2025 in the UK which aims to
reduce energy and water
consumption and the generation
of waste, down to independent
initiatives such as the Sustainable
Futures project in Yorkshire in the
UK (see https://
www.sustainablefutures.uk.com/
and the Manufacture 2030
platform (http://
manufacture2030.com/) which
both act as knowledge-sharing
forums.

The French programme starts in
summer 2017 with a series of
consultations and aims
ultimately to result in a supply
chain addressing agricultural
livelihoods, healthy
consumption, environmental
protection and a balance
between commercial
competitiveness and social
equity.
Alongside these is a plethora
of product- and sector-specific
accreditation organisations and
schemes such as Fairtrade, the
Forestry Stewardship Council
(FSC), and the Roundtable on
Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO).
Logos relating to many of these
are a familiar sight on consumer
products around the world, and
denote agricultural (including
horticulture, fishery and forestry)
and/or manufacturing processes
that are checked and audited
against specific sets of
standards. A leading
organisation in this arena is the
Supplier Ethical Data Exchange
(Sedex), which provides a
platform for multi-stakeholder
access to audit data, reducing
the need for replicate audits and
enabling businesses to focus on
corrective actions.
Perhaps the most
comprehensive response to the
societal and environmental
challenges in supply chains is to
be found in the SDGs.
Notably, however, of the 169
sections mentioned above the
word ‘procurement’ appears only
twice, both times in Goal 12
“Responsible Consumption and
Production” relating to “public
procurement practices that are
sustainable, in accordance with
national policies and priorities”.

Global Challenges
Perhaps the greatest unrecognised threat to
the global agri-food system is soil degradation.
Figures released by Eurostat, for instance,
show that over 11% of EU territory is estimated
to be affected by moderate to high level soil
erosion (more than 5 tonnes per hectare per
year). The World Wildlife Fund (WWF)
expresses such figures as half of the topsoil on
the planet having been lost in the last 150
years. This issue is also associated with the
increased frequency of extreme weather
events around the world linked, in a report
published earlier this year by researchers from
Pennsylvania State University and other
institutions, to human activity.
Increasing global population and increasingly
‘Westernised’ diets, characterised by
significant increases in the consumption of
animal protein, place further stress on
agricultural resources. The current global
population of around 7.5 billion people is
projected to rise to 9 billion and above by
mid-century. 2012 figures from the Food and
Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations
(FAO) show that the combination of these
increased numbers and changes in diet is
expected to require an increase of 60%
(revised from the oft-quoted figure of 70%
following correction of baseline data) in food
production from 2007 to 2050 to accommodate
demand.
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As the SDGs have such broad scope,
that is perhaps understandable, and
the recent launch by the International
Standards Organisation (ISO) of ISO
20400:2017 providing a framework
specifically for sustainable
procurement provides the necessary
further detail.
So, what does this mean for
procurement professionals?
Although this article uses the
agri-food system to illustrate the
challenges of sustainable
procurement, the lessons apply
equally to other sectors. Some of the
statistics about agri-food and its
environmental impact are not
necessarily well-known, even
amongst growers and food
processors, and show the importance
to us all of knowing the reality of the
supply chains of which we are a part.
As is so often the case, the lessons
are not necessarily earth-shattering.
Firstly, knowing the equivalent key
facts about your own supply chains
puts you in a stronger position.

Even large and well-resourced
organisations can struggle to see
beyond tier one with any confidence
and one effective approach to
remedy this is to collaborate with
other like-minded organisations and
to pool resources. There are
existing programmes in many
sectors in the UK and internationally
that have already addressed the
issue of what can be safely
considered as pre-competitive.
Key to this is having an independent
convener such as WRAP in the
Courtauld 2025 scheme mentioned
above.
Secondly, once the supply chain
is mapped as far as is practicable,
assess the risks and identify the
priority ones. These will often be
directly financial or based around
possible loss of reputation. In this
part of the process, use of an
external facilitator with
sector-specific experience is often
very helpful to ensure that the range
of risks considered stretches
beyond the familiar.

Finally, identify and make use of the
available tools as exemplified by
those listed above for agri-food.
These will often have been
developed with input from multiple
stakeholders including industry
groups and, even if they’re not a
perfect fit in any given circumstance,
will almost certainly provide a better
platform than starting from scratch.
Integrating new ways of working
into organisations used to having
their procurement functions focus on
the standard areas of specification,
service and price might not always
be easy, but a long-term view is the
only way to achieve true
sustainability.

