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Abstract: Societal issues are challenging governments all around the world to seek innovative
approaches and practices that would incorporate critical socioeconomic goals into international
documents. An opportunity for introducing new approaches is public procurement, especially green
public procurement (GPP). GPP is part of a green transition process towards a new development
model that ensures environmentally sustainable and fairer societies. It gives opportunities to select
the bids not only based on the lowest price but prioritize bids that respect the environment. In this
paper, we focus on national-level factors and process factors in developing green public procurement
capabilities in Slovakia as one of the EU member states. This paper analyses the current state of
green public procurement capabilities (legislation, strategic documents) and performance (analysis
of green bids and contracts in the years 2023-2024). The practical implications of our research lie in
the importance for post-transition, transition and developing countries, where public procurement
is still mainly about buy as cheap as possible’, and its broader context is not considered to the extent
necessary. Specific research on the functioning of green public procurement as a source of
environmental innovation must also reflect on this fundamental dimension.
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1. Introduction

Public procurement represents approximately 13-20% of global gross domestic product (GDP).
Owing to this significant economic footprint, governments are exploring ways to use public
procurement as a driver for sustainable development and innovation across public and private
sectors!, not just as a tool for efficient public purchasing.
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Some authors argue that sustainable public procurement can be a key tool for achieving the
overall sustainability of human development by incorporating social, economic and environ-
mental aspects into its processes?. A green public procurement is a specific component of sus-
tainable public procurement?. Green public procurement has substantial innovative potential,
for it can not only change the public services provided and how they are delivered, but it can
be understood as an innovation-oriented public procurement policymaking, generating other
innovative effects, especially in the regulation field, e.g. environmental protection, mitigating
climate change*.

Some authors pointed out that green public procurement is specific in that more than 40% of
the total carbon footprint of organizations is associated with procurement, which directly nav-
igates to the fact that green procurement practices are a crucial factor in responding to climate
change and other environmental challenges®. It has been further argued that sustainable pub-
lic procurement provides governments with the opportunity to move beyond procuring only
from suppliers that deliver the least expensive products, to prioritizing procurement from sup-
pliers that respect human rights and the environment®. It can potentially provide a major boost
to sustainable development and could be seen by many countries as a strategic priority.

Current research in the field of green public procurement addresses several issues regarding
the factors that facilitate or hinder the implementation of green public procurement’. Rosell
defines three groups of factors, especially in the light of COVID-19 pandemic:

(i) national-level factors (legislation, size of the public sector, economic development
and state of the environment),

(i) the nature of the procuring entity (type of procuring entity, its functions, size and
other characteristics), and

(iii) factors of the process itself (choice of method, criteria, co-financing from EU funds,
and the like)?.

The EU has paid substantial attention to the issue of green procurement. In November 2019,
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the European Parliament declared a state of climate crisis and called on the European Com-
mission to make the necessary proposals. As a first response, the European Commission pub-
lished the European Green Deal and subsequently adopted a whole raft of measures that also
touched on green public procurement and its innovation potential. The European Union Di-
rectives create full scope for sustainable and specifically for green public procurement and are
also fully transposed into Slovak legislation. The Concept for the Development and Implemen-
tation of Green Public Procurement in the Slovak Republic, adopted by the Slovak Government
in September 2019, stressed out the minimal use of green public procurement and defined the
need to achieve a 50% share of contracts implemented by public authorities by 2030, to ensure
green public procurement at least 70% of the total value of public procurement.

Public procurement in Slovakia is a complex bureaucratic process in which two strategies dom-
inate the behavior of procuring entities, which can be applied simultaneously - corruption
and/or “bureaucratic security”. Research on a statistically significant sample of suppliers and
buyers shows that more than 50% of public procurements in Slovakia have a predetermined
winner?. For example, the “security” factor is visible through the incredibly high percentage of
tenders evaluated based on the lowest price criterion. Therefore, the environment in which
green public procurement is to be implemented cannot be considered favorable.

2. Green public procurement

At its inception in its “legislative” form in the second half of the last century, public procure-
ment (PP) focused on achieving efficiency (lowest price or best value for money) while adher-
ing to the classical principles of PP. With time, especially since the beginning of this century,
it has been considered that PP should also fulfil other socioeconomic objectives, and the con-
cept of sustainable PP has become increasingly popular and supported by the world's most
important institutions. In many cases, sustainable PP can facilitate the quality performance of
various government functions, given that substantial financial resources (around 15% of GDP)
flow through PP mechanisms. Moreover, green PP is specific in that more than 40% of the total
carbon footprint of organizations is associated with procurement, which directly navigates to
the fact that green procurement practices are a crucial factor in responding to climate change
and other environmental challenges!°,

The purchasing capacity of public authorities represents a significant lever for promoting en-
vironmentally responsible procurement practices. Through the adoption of appropriate policy
frameworks and by capitalising on the considerable volume of public expenditure, the public
sector is in a position to shape and expand markets for environmentally sustainable goods and
services. In this context, Green Public Procurement (GPP) has the potential to influence pat-
terns of production and consumption that are currently unsustainable. Its use has steadily in-
creased in recent years, although the degree of implementation varies considerably across
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jurisdictions!l.

GPP operates primarily as a non-binding policy instrument: rather than imposing direct legal
obligations, it encourages economic operators seeking to participate in public tenders to align
their practices with applicable environmental standards. By integrating environmental con-
siderations into procurement procedures, public authorities create incentives for suppliers and
subcontractors to comply with, and in some cases go beyond, existing environmental legisla-
tion. As such, GPP constitutes an important mechanism for advancing environmental policy
objectives and supporting broader sustainability goals at both national and international lev-
els'2,

The basic concept of GPP relies on Integrating environmental criteria for public products and
services procurement!®, GPP is defined differently based on countries” political, historical and
cultural contexts, yet the central idea emphasizes in definitions is that GPP is a demand-ori-
ented policy tool to achieve desirable environmental outputs and to promote green services
and products by using public procurement. The European Commission (2008) defines GPP 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” 4.

GPP is playing an increasingly important role in stimulating the demand for environmentally
friendly products and services'®.

Green public procurement offers public authorities opportunities to reduce expenditure, par-
ticularly when procurement decisions are evaluated over the entire life cycle of a contract ra-
ther than on the basis of initial purchase price alone. Acquiring products that consume less
energy or water, for instance, can lead to considerable savings in utility costs over time. Like-
wise, limiting the use of hazardous substances in purchased goods can lower the expenses as-
sociated with waste treatment and disposal. More broadly, authorities that integrate GPP into
their procurement practices are better positioned to respond to evolving environmental prior-
ities, including the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and the transition towards a more
circular economic model'®,

The potential environmental benefits, that could be obtained if green criteria were
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systematically included in public tenders, are self-evident!’, as indicated in the study of Price-
waterhouseCoopers (2009) which estimated an average 25% reduction of CO? emission related
to the adoption of GPP practices in 2006-2007 in seven European countries (Austria, Denmark,
Finland, Germany, Great Britain, the Netherlands and Sweden) for ten product groups ana-
lysed.

In addition to the substantial initiatives undertaken by European governments to encourage
the adoption of green public procurement, comparable legislative measures and practical in-
struments have been introduced in other jurisdictions, including the United States'®, Canada,
Japan'?, South Africa?, several Asian countries?!, and Australia?’.

Despite being widely recognised as a valuable policy mechanism for achieving environmental
objectives, the implementation of GPP remains challenging in many countries. The European
Commission has identified a range of obstacles, including insufficient political commitment,
the widespread perception that environmentally preferable products are more expensive, and
a lack of legal expertise among procurement officials when applying environmental criteria.
Other barriers relate to the limited availability of practical guidance and tools, the need to
integrate GPP more systematically into administrative and management processes, and short-
comings in training and inter-institutional cooperation. In addition, the market does not al-
ways offer a sufficient number of products that meet established environmental requirements,
which further complicates the effective application of GPP23.

Empirical studies have also highlighted organisational and managerial constraints, such as
limited institutional support, inadequate knowledge and financial resources, and uncertainty
regarding the cost-effectiveness of environmentally oriented purchasing decisions?:. Incentive
structures are often weak, particularly where green procurement is perceived to conflict with
the objective of minimising public expenditure?. Public authorities frequently continue to pri-
oritise the lowest purchase price?, while the long-term financial and environmental impacts
of GPP are difficult to quantify with precision?”.
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The size and administrative capacity of contracting authorities also play a significant role.
Smaller entities may lack specialised procurement units or the expertise necessary to imple-
ment complex environmental criteria?®. The OECD has similarly pointed to the absence of
monitoring systems and the limited technical capacity of procurement officials as key factors
hindering the effective deployment of GPP policies.

Although the economic and environmental benefits of green procurement are increasingly
acknowledged, and the European Commission has introduced numerous initiatives to promote
its use, overall progress remains uneven. The European Union’s objective of ensuring that 50%
of public procurement procedures are conducted in accordance with green criteria has not yet
been met and continues to be out of reach in several Member States, including Slovakia.

3. State of GPP in Slovakia

The legal basis on which GPP is based in the Slovak Republic is Act No. 343/2015 Coll. on Public
Procurement. The Public Procurement Act (PPA) allows Slovak contracting authorities to take
environmental aspects of a contract into account at all stages of its award:

(a) in the conditions of participation,

(b) in the technical requirements when describing the subject of the contract,
(c) in the criteria for the evaluation of tenders,

(d) the specific conditions for the contract's performance.

GPP is still primarily a voluntary instrument in the Slovak Republic. Although the 2022 amend-
ment to the Act introduced an obligation to apply an environmental perspective, this obliga-
tion is not universal. Environmental consideration is defined in Article 10(7), which imposes
the obligation to take environmental and social considerations into account on contracting
authorities that have launched or carried out at least ten public procurements, excluding low-
value contracts, in a calendar year. Contracting authorities are obliged to use both aspects (as
far as the Slovak Republic represented by its authorities is concerned) or one of the aspects (as
far as municipalities, legal persons or associations thereof are concerned) in at least 6% of the
public procurement procedures carried out. These aspects may be used either in combination
or in independent contracts. The environmental aspect must be used by the contracting au-
thority either in the description of the subject matter of the contract as a specific condition for
the performance of the contract or as a criterion for the evaluation of tenders?.

The Slovak Government Resolution No 541/2022 also created a partial obligation to apply GPP
tools in public tenders for the construction or reconstruction of civil engineering works. The
obligation applies only to the State and mandates the use of GPP tools with an emphasis on
environmental aspects for construction works with a financial limit exceeding €30,000. Out-
side these obligations, the use of GPP remains at the discretion of the contracting authority

28 O MICHELSEN and L DE BOER, ‘Green Procurement in Norway: A Survey of Practices at the Municipal and County Level’
(2009) 91(1) Journal of Environmental Management 160-167.

2 The Public Procurement Office of the Slovak Republic, DG GROW Roadmap for the Slovak Republic (2024) available from
https://www.uvo.gov.sk accessed 26 November 2025.
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itself.

Monitoring of the use of the environmental aspect in PP is performed annually by the Slovak
Environment Agency (SEA) in terms of fulfilment of the goals stipulated in the National Action
Plan for Green Public Procurement in the Slovak Republic for 2016-2020. The main goal is to
achieve a 50% share of “green” contracts implemented by government bodies in 12 certain
product groups. Monitoring the fulfilment of a 50% share of “green contracts” was carried out
in the form of an online questionnaire survey using these two indicators (Table 1):

= Indicator 1: the percentage share of green public procurement in relation to the number
of contracts from whole annual public procurement.

= Indicator 2: the percentage share of green public procurement in relation to the value of
realized contracts in euros excluding VAT from the whole annual public procurement.

Table 1. Green contracts implemented by the public bodies

Years: 2016 | 2017 | 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Indicator 1 3,5% | 3,25% | 7,58% | 0,31% | 14,74% | 5,11% | 11,75% | 17,04%
Indicator 2 7,9% | 6,43% | 3,83% | 10,92% | 11,45% | 17,70% | 16,77% | 19,57%

Source: SEA, 2024

The survey was conducted by SEA (2024) in the form of asking public institutions in the Slovak
Republic (central government bodies and their subordinate organizations, higher territorial
units and public institutions established by them, cities, and city districts).

The main policy documents related to GPP in Slovakia is the National Action Plans for Green
Public Procurement. Three National Action Plans have been issued: NAP GPP I for the years
2007-2010, NAP GPP II for the years 2011-2015 and the most recent NAP GPP III for the years
2016-2020. The action plan for the current period does not exist. The other important docu-
ment is the Envirostrategy 2030. This document proposes that GPP should represent as mini-
mum 70 % of the total financial value of public procurement in Slovakia.

Despite the proclamations and the continuous implementation of the set of GPP related activ-
ities, the reported values of GPP use in practice are far from the set target (Table 2).

Table 2. Overview of Green Public Procurement in the SR for the period 2019-2024

Year Public procurement total GPP total GPP%
2019 3618 234 6,5
2020 3651 173 4,7
2021 5167 284 5,5
2022 8572 343 4,0
2023 10887 554 5,1
2024 9846 857 8,7

Source: authors, based on data from the Public Procurement Office of the Slovak Republic3©

% Note: the absolute figures are not comparable between years due to changing legislation.
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The data about the level of implementation of GPP suggests that optimistic targets defined by
existing policy documents may not be achieved. The next part analyses the core purposes for
very slow progress.

4. GPP barriers

Our findings related to the issue of GPP barriers, obtained from The Public Procurement Office
of the Slovak Republic and by the secondary analysis of existing documents, confirm that all
categories of GPP barriers® - financial, informational, legal, managerial and socio-political
culture-related barriers exist in Slovakia.

All responses from experts uniformly suggest that the core GPP barrier is the administrative
character of the procurement process, and especially of its control. Procuring entities are re-
luctant to bear the risk of involving control bodies and the extra work involved in using more
complex evaluation/qualification/performance criteria. Risk aversion is evident and not unjus-
tified. The use of GPP tools in procurement, at any stage of the procurement process, makes
the contract more complex and more susceptible to challenges for violating basic procurement
principles. Moreover, administrative staff often do not possess sufficient knowledge of the sys-
tem to award contracts without fear of potential errors in bidding documents or evaluating
bids.

In this non-favourable environment procurers normally decide to use lowest price as the se-
lection criterion (contradictory to the requirements of the European procurement directives),
as depicted in Table 3.

Table 3. Lowest price as the tender award criterion (2017-2023) (in %)
2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
94,5 89,78 92,61 93,46 91,93 95,88 96,8

Source: Authors

Moreover, procurers are reluctant to incorporate more sophisticated green elements into the
tender documentation. We analysed selected 40 GPP cases realized at the local level. Only in
three cases the municipality decided to use a green aspect as the part of the evaluation (MEAT)
formula. In two cases the green element of was the decrease of CO? emissions, in the third case,
the serviceability of the product was used.

The frequency of green elements in tender documentation was as follows:
- Realization of measures decreasing the amount of waste produced: 11
- The use of recycled materials: 10
- Ecolabel of supplier: 6

- Environmental management system of supplier: 4

51 T VAN DER ZWAN, A Qualitative Study on the Status and Prospects of Green Public Procurement in Slovakia (AID 2018).
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5. Conclusion

The characteristic issue for the Slovak Republic is the low level of aggregation in public pro-
curement and the large number of entities governed by the PPA. Although the Slovak public
procurement law allows centralization of activities in public procurement or occasional joint
procurement, these institutes are used very rarely. However, the biggest barrier remains the
lack of trained and educated personnel capacities, which can deal with social and green pro-
curement.

The key challenge for the future will be to improve communication and awareness. Due to the
fast changes in several sectoral legislation, the professionalization of all subjects involved in
the public procurement procedure and control mechanism will be a necessity. For the complex
approach and to secure a predictive environment, which will not change every year (or every
election cycle), it will be good to have a national strategy, which will not only support the use
of strategic procurement but also to involve control bodies to such strategy.

Taking the social, green, and innovative aspects into account requires a significant change in
the current understanding of public procurement. This can only be made with dialogue be-
tween organizations and institutions (key stakeholders) at the national level.
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