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Article

Challenges for Upscaling Green Public Procurement
in Romania

Abstract: In the context of adopting the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, green public pro-
curement has gained much importance for achieving the targets set by Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) 12. Although green public procurement (GPP) is a voluntary instrument, the strategic EU frame-
work set by the European Green Deal indicates that, at least for specific products with considerable im-
pact on climate change, the contracting authorities shall have to use green criteria in tenders. This re-

search aims to explain the factors influencing the adoption of GPP rules, their
implementation, and the actual use percentage in Romania employing ques-
tionnaires answered by Romanian contracting authorities, interviews with pu-
blic procurement officers and documentary analysis of the tender books pub-
lished between 2018 and 2022 for three products regulated by the Romanian
GPP Guide. The results of this research indicate that more than half of the re-

spondents have never used the GPP criteria set by
the Romanian government or the ones elaborated
by the European Commission. The thorough verifi-
cation of the technical specifications for the prod-
ucts mentioned in the Romanian GPP Guide shows
that roughly only 20% of the tenders published be-
tween 2018-2022 are green. The main finding is
that the principal factor that explains the small
percentage of GPP in Romania is the absence of

mandatory requirements and targets for GPP. Although the public procure-
ment clerks are slightly aware of GPP’s importance, the lack of training,
knowledge, skills and, furthermost, the absence of a strategic GPP approach
and leadership support make achieving the neutrality targets using this envi-
ronmental policy tool a slow and laborious process.
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1. Introduction. GPP – a powerful environmental policy tool 
for sustainable development

Green public procurement (GPP) has been acknowledged and promoted worldwide as an es-
sential environmental policy instrument (OECD, 2002) and a mean to achieving sustainable
development (Commission of the European Communities, 2001; Illge, 2003). GPP implies that
public purchasers use environmental criteria as technical requirements, contractual clauses, or
qualification criteria when procuring products, services or works (Evans et al., 2010). The UN
2030 Agenda sets for SDG 12 a target for GPP Promote sustainable public procurement prac-
tices in accordance with national policies and priorities1 (United Nations, 2015). Due to their
enormous purchasing power, public spenders can use GPP to improve the environment, stim-
ulate innovation, and reduce unsustainable consumption (Tukker et al., 2006; Bauer, 2009; Eu-
ropean Commission, 2017). The importance of using GPP has been stressed continuously at
the EU level in the last 20 years (Council of the European Union, 2006; European Commis-
sion, 2010; European Commission, 2016; European Commission, 2019). In 2023, GPP is al-
ready happening in Romania, but the new EU strategy to be climate-neutral by 2050 requires
a strategic approach. Romania seems to lag behind in comprehensive and clear sustainable
procurement policies and implementation. This study aims to explain the factors influencing
the adoption of GPP rules, their implementation, and the actual use percentage in Romania. 

2. The main factors affecting GPP discussed 
in the academic literature 

The academic literature on GPP in the last 20 years was constantly preoccupied with the bar-
riers and enablers for upscaling GPP. The literature review identifies several factors that influ-
ence the uptake of GPP: unclear legislation (Burchard-DziubiDska and Jakubiec, 2012; Mélon,
2020), lack of enabling regulation for GPP (Hall et al., 2016), lack of insufficient enforcement
of the requirements sanctions (Sjåfjell and Wiesbrock, 2015), lack of sustainable procurement
national policies (Andhov et al., 2020; Kristensen et al., 2021), lack of knowledge (Georghiou
et al., 2014), lack of training and administrative capacity (Van der Zwann, 2018; Conghu et al.,
2020), possible distortion of the competition (Thomson and Jackson, 2007), the awareness of
GPP practices, tools, and regulations, the support of external experts (Testa et al., 2012, 2016;
Sönnichsen and Clement, 2020), the dimension of public authority (Michelsen and de Boer,
2009), the number and variety of factors to consider when distinguishing or choosing environ-
mentally preferable products (Swanson et al., 2005), the role of actors and stakeholder in the
procurement process (Guenther et al., 2013; Johnson and Klassen, 2022), the financial con-
straints (Walker and Brammer, 2009; Brammer and Walker, 2011), the perceived costs of green
products (Leal Filho et al., 2019), the absence of official guidance (Swanson et al., 2005), the
lack of dedicated personnel (Michelsen and de Boer, 2009; Testa et al., 2016), the behaviour
of procurers and the absence of a practical commitment (Grandia, 2015; Hall et al., 2016;
Grandia and Voncken, 2019), the confidence of procurement officers (Erridge and Hennigan,
2012; Hall et al., 2016), and the attitudes of the suppliers (Oruezabala and Rico, 2012; Lund-
berg and Marklund, 2013). Previous research on the Romanian case (Bilan, 2021) indicates
that the scarcity of green criteria in tenders has various causes. These classify into adoption-
related factors, implementation-related factors (lack of instruments and good practices guides,
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lack of awareness of the Guides), and percentages of application-related factors (lack of train-
ing and monitoring). Ciumara and Lupu highlight barriers to implementing GPP in Romania,
such as the lack of specific knowledge, clear professional training, higher cost of green pro-
curement, and the lack of providers for green goods and services (Ciumara and Lupu, 2020).
A vital component of understanding the use of GPP in the EU is quantifying to what extent it
is practised (European Commission, 2017). Most academics analysed the contract notices and
contract award notices for tenders published in the national electronic systems for public pro-
curements or in TED based on keywords searches (Prenen, 2008; Igarashi et al., 2015;
D upka et al., 2020; Grandia and Kruyen, 2020; Litardi et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2020; Rosell,
2021) and/or they used surveys, and interviews. The most frequent mentioned factors that af-
fect GPP uptake constituted the independent variables that formed the basis for designing the
questionnaire and interview.

3. Localization of the research and preliminary results

This research aims to explain the factors influencing the adoption of GPP rules, their imple-
mentation, and the actual use percentage in Romania. As submitted in section 2, this analysis
emphasised that scientists from various domains were constantly preoccupied with the barri-
ers and enablers for upscaling GPP in the last 20 years. The factors identified in the literature
are the independent variables tested through questionnaires answered by procurement experts
from Romanian contracting authorities and interviews with public procurement officers to as-
sess if these barriers are the same in Romania. The research also employed a documentary
analysis of the tender books published between 2018 and 2022 for four products regulated by
the Romanian GPP Guide to check the percentage of the GPP Guide compliance in practice.

The answers to an online questionnaire and interviews with Romanian public procurement
officers from distinct contracting authorities at different levels of government (central, region-
al, local, hospitals, schools, and state-owned companies) came between January 2023 and
March 30, respectively, 2023. In order to avoid the potential biases of the respondents during
interviews and questionnaires, this research also employed a document analysis and scruti-
nized all the tender books published in the ESPP between November 13, 2019, and December
31, 2022, for three categories of products (light-duty vehicles, copying and graphic paper,
cleaning products and services) out the six comprised in the Romanian GPP Guide that begun
in 2020. This study highlights only the results of the preliminary data collected and envisages
a future in-depth statistical analysis.

An online questionnaire was sent to 146 contracting authorities from Romania at different
levels of government, central, regional, and local, out of which 60 responses have been col-
lected so far, with a 41 % response rate. When inquired about the annual percentage of GPP
out of their total public procurements, 40 % of the respondents answered that they do not know
or cannot answer, or 0%. 35% indicated that their annual rate of GPP is between 1-9%, 10%
indicated a level between10-19% of GPP, 2% revealed a level between 20-29% of GPP, 3%
indicated a GPP level between 30-39%, 3% mentioned a GPP level between 40-49%, 2% men-
tioned a GPP level between 60-69%, 3% mentioned a GPP level between 70-79% while 2%
mentioned a GPP level between 80-89% (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. Percentage of green purchases made by the authority/year

These responses show that only five respondents (8%) have a GPP level above 50%, while
most (35%) present a very low level of GPP, under 10 %. When inquired if they use the EU
GPP criteria, 49% (29 respondents) answered that they do not use them, 3% (2 respondents)
have not heard of the GPP EU criteria, and 8% (5 respondents) mentioned that they use it to a
small extent. (Fig. 2). These responses highlight that more than 50% of the respondents do not
use these green criteria.

Figure 2. Usage of GPP criteria developed by the European Commission

The online survey asked the respondents to indicate the percentage of use of the GPP
Guide2. Fig. 3 shows that 53% (32 respondents) do not use them at all, 2% (1 respondent) have
not heard of them, and 7 % (4 respondents) use them in tenders to a small extent. 
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Figure 3. Usage of GPP criteria from Order 1068/2018

56,6 % of the respondents declared they have sufficient theoretical knowledge to apply
GPP. In contrast, the rest of the respondents declared that they possess theoretical knowledge
to a small extent (21,7%), to a very small extent (18,3%) or not at all (3,3%). Only 36,7% men-
tioned that they have enough practical experience to apply GPP. 50,6 % of the respondents
know the importance of GPP for environmental protection. Lack of knowledge, skills, and in-
formation seems that affect the application of GPP if almost 50% of the contracting authori-
ties declare that. Only 5% are familiar with the EU GPP Criteria to a very great extent, 13,3%
to a great extent, while 16,7% are familiar neither to a great extent nor to a small extent. 28,3%
are familiar with these criteria to a small extent and 16,7% to a very small extent. The percent-
age of respondents who do not know the EU GPP criteria is 20%. 

18,3% of the respondents have not heard of the Romanian GPP Guide (3,3%) or are unfa-
miliar with its provisions (15%). 11,7% of respondents are familiar with the GPP Guide to a
very small extent, 23,3% to a small extent, 13,3% neither a great extent nor to a small extent,
30% to a great extent and only 3,3% to a very great extent. 48,4% consider that the guidelines
and information at the national level on how to use green specifications are insufficient, while
only 21,7 % consider to a great extent that they are sufficient. The result emphasises that
awareness of existing tools and regulations is very low. 

26,7% of the respondents declared that they do not know if there is a strategy for applying
green public procurement within the authority where they are working, while 61,7% mentioned
that there is none. This result highlights a significant lack of a strategic approach to GPP practice.

Only 15% of the respondents answered that they have sufficient personnel to use GPP, and
61,7% declared that it is insufficient to apply GPP. 55 % of respondents declared they would
feel encouraged to employ GPP if there was a national NAP with a mandatory target. 33,3%
of the contracting authorities mentioned that they never use green technical specifications or
green evaluation factors in tender documents, and 36,7 % rarely use them. 85% of the respon-
dents have never attended courses or training programs for GPP.

During research for elaborating the first Voluntary subnational Report on the Localization
of the Sustainable Development Goals of the UN at the level of municipalities and communes
in Romania, 109 municipalities and 2862 communes from Romania received a questionnaire.
The rate of responses is 64% for municipalities (70 respondents) and 19% for communes (539
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respondents). For SDG 12, the survey required local governments to indicate how much they
use the GPP Guide or the EU green criteria. Answers show that only 4 % of the local govern-
ments use, to a very great extent, the green criteria from the GPP Guide or those elaborated by
the EU Commission. 30% of the municipalities and 24% of the communes use green criteria
to a great extent. In comparison, 44% of the municipalities and 42% of the communes use
green criteria to a small extent. The rate of non-usage, or to a minimal extent, of green crite-
ria is 30% of communes and 23% of the municipalities.

Tender books analysis3 for a period comprised between November 13, 2019, and December
31, 2022, for three categories of products (light-duty vehicles, copying and graphic paper, clean-
ing products4 and services) out of the six comprised in the GPP Guide highlights a shallow rate
of GPP and compliance with the Guide. The selection of the tenders employed keywords: “vehi-
cle”5, “car”, “paper”, and “cleaning”6. To establish compliance with the GPP Guide, I verified
if the tender books met the two prerequisites specified in the Guide.7 The following classifica-
tions arose from the analysis: non-compliant, partially compliant8, and fully compliant.

Between 13.11.2018-31.12.2018, only 42 % of the procurements of the vehicles were com-
pliant with the GPP Guide. The rest of the 58 % were non-compliant. In 2019 only 39 % of the
tenders complied with the GPP Guide. In 2020, the percentage decreased to 21% from the total
vehicle procurements analysed. In 2021, the percentage of compliant procedures was 32%. In
2022 percentage decreased to 23 %, indicating that although more than three years have passed
since the adoption of the GPPP Guide, its provisions are insufficiently known by the contract-
ing authorities. The analysis for the whole scrutinised period emphasizes that only 29% of all
the public procurement procedures for vehicles published in this interval were green. 

Between 13.11.2018-31.12.2018, only 8% of the public procurements for copying and
graphic paper complied with the GPP Guide. In 2019 only 16 % of the tenders complied with
the GPP Guide; in 2020, the percentage of green tenders decreased to 11%. In 2021 there were
only 16% of green tenders out of the total tenders for copying-paper published that year. The
percentage of compliant procedures decreased to 10% in 2022. Analysis of the tender proce-
dures for purchasing copying and graphic paper, published in ESPP for the period November
18 2018 – December 31, 2022, reveals that only 13% of the number of published tenders in
the last four years were fully compliant with the GPP Guide, while 7% were partially compli-
ant. The percentage of non-compliant procedures is 80%, demonstrating that the GPP policy
in Romania has not reached its purpose. 

Tender books analysis for cleaning products and services for 13.11.2018-31.12.2018 high-
lights that 88 % of the published procedures were not compliant with the GPP Guide: in 2019,
the percentage of non-compliant tenders was 86%, which increased in 2020 to 87%. In 2021
the percentage of non-compliant tenders increased further to 89% and slightly decreased in
2022 to 80%. 

Analysis of the tender procedures for purchasing cleaning products and services published
in ESPP for the period November 18 2018 – December 31, 2022, reveals that only 10% of the
number of published tenders in the last four years were fully compliant with the GPP Guide,
while 5% were partially compliant. The percentage of non-compliant procedures is 85% which
shows that the GPP policy in Romania has failed, although it has been more than four years
since adopting the Guide. 

An interview with 43 public procurement workers from different levels of government took
place in February and March 2023. The interpretation of these preliminary data shows that at-
titude toward the environment is not a barrier to GPP uptake in Romania.
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Regarding the commitment to “greening” the public procurement practice of the institution
where they work, 11,6% of respondents affirmed a very strong commitment. 55,8% mentioned
a strong commitment, 27,9% declared neither an extensive nor weak commitment, and 4,7% de-
scribed their commitment as weak from these preliminary data outcomes that the commitment
to change is not an influencing factor to upscaling GPP. Similar with other responses, it seems
that motivation does not represent a factor that significantly influences the application of GPP.

When asked if they received a specific request from the management to insert ecological
criteria in tenders, 37,2% declared that they did not receive such a request, 20,9% have been
asked by the managers very rarely and 7% rarely. 23,3% of the respondents stated that the
managers asked them to include green criteria in tenders neither often nor rarely. In compari-
son, only 9,3% mentioned they have this request often, and 2,3% mentioned that the manager
often asks for green criteria. The responses indicate that the lack of implication from the man-
agement for using GPP represents a substantial factor affecting GPP application.

37,2% of the interviewed procurement officers declared that management encouraged them
to introduce green factors in the awarding procedures to a very small extent, 25,58% encour-
aged to a small extent, and 32,55 % neither to a great nor to a small extent. In comparison, only
4,7% are encouraged to a great extent to introduce green criteria in public procurement. This
result indicates that leadership support is an essential factor influencing the application of GPP
in Romania.

Risk adversity or fear of control is not a barrier to using green criteria. 37,2% of the inter-
viewees declared that they fear control from the auditing bodies to a minimal extent, and
25,58% to a small extent. Only 4,7% of the respondents prefer not to use GPP due to their fear
of control.

The perception that the products, services, and works with an ecological component are
more expensive does not play a significant role as a barrier to using GPP as only 4.5% of the
interviewed express this belief to a very great extent, 11.4% to a great extent, 31.8% have this
perception neither to a great nor to a small extent. In comparison, 34.1% believe to a small ex-
tent that green products are more expensive and 18.2% to a very small extent.

The perception is that GPP is not an obstacle to free competition as only 13,9% of the pro-
curement officers perceived that GPP could distort competition to a great extent or to a great
extent. Regarding the green suppliers’ availability, there is a belief that there are not enough
producers and providers on the market to supply ecological products. This factor does seem to
influence the application of GPP.

4. Conclusions 

The results of this research indicate that the principal factor that explains the small percentage
of GPP in Romania is the absence of mandatory requirements and targets for GPP. Impedi-
ments such as lack of training, awareness of the existing tools, insufficient knowledge and
skills and, furthermost, the absence of a strategic GPP approach and leadership support of con-
tracting authorities make the upscaling GPP in Romania a problematic endeavour. 
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Endnotes

1. This specific target has the corresponding indicator, which is general: “12.7.1 Number of countries im-
plementing sustainable public procurement policies and action plans”.

2. The Order no. 1068/1652/2018 for the approval of the Green Procurement Guide that sets forth the min-
imum requirements regarding environmental protection for six groups of products and services: 1. Copy paper
and graphic paper; 2. Transportation vehicles – requirements: (i) carbon dioxide – CO2 emissions and the pol-
lution norm; 3. New interior and exterior furniture renovation/reconditioning and collection and reuse services
a stock of furniture at the end of its life cycle; 4. Cleaning products and services; 5. Food and catering ser-
vices: 6. Office IT equipment.

3. The public procurement procedures initiated by the contracting authorities were identified on the offi-
cial website www.e-licitatie.ro hosting ESPP, the Electronic System for Public Procurement.

4. This group includes 6 product categories: universal detergents; detergents for sanitary installations; de-
tergents for windows; detergents and rinsing products for dishwashers; dish detergents for manual washing;
laundry detergents and pre-wash stain removers for washing machines.

5. The research considered only vehicle purchases (including through the leasing system) but excluded ve-
hicle rentals, transport services and bus purchases.

6. The tenders published by hospitals/sanitary facilities and residential centres for the protection of chil-
dren, the disabled and the elderly were excluded from the selection because the GPP guide does not apply to
those contracting authorities.

7. Requirements for vehicles: (1) the carbon dioxide emissions level expressed in CO2 emissions in g/km
and (2) the pollution norm (Euro 6); requirements for copying and graphic paper: (1) the paper must be pro-
duced from recovered paper fibres, recycled paper or based on unprocessed fibres, in a proportion of 75% –
100% and (2) the paper should not contain elementary chlorine – “elementary chlorine free” – ECF; require-
ments for cleaning products and services: (1) Product labelling and (2) Dosage and packaging.

8. Partial fulfilment of the conditions of the GPP Guide implies that mention was made solely to only one
condition out of the two mandatory requirements of the Guide.
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