
Increasingly, local governments are being held to stringent standards of environmental 
performance.  e high cost of waste disposal combined with tightened environmental 
regulations, concerns about worker and public health, and local and global environmental 
problems have put pressure on localities to improve the environmental conditions of their 
operations.

To meet these demands, local governments are seeking out products and practices that 
will help them serve their communities in safer and more environmentally sound ways. 
Without compromising budgetary or performance requirements, counties and cities are 
making great strides in improving the environmental effi  ciency of their operations. In just 
a short time, your county, too, will be well on its way to “greening” government through 
powerful purchasing decisions.

Goal of the Environmental
Purchasing Starter Kit

 e Environmental Purchasing Starter 
Kit will help you create a work place that 
is safer for employees and healthier for 
the community. By using the resources 
contained in this kit, your county can 
adopt a purchasing program that supports 
your environmental protection goals while 
stimulating investment in new industry.

The Kit Contains:
■ an overview of greening government 

purchasing opportunities 
■ four case studies
■ a comprehensive list of resources
■ a sample environmental purchasing 

resolution
■ baseline survey
■ a model press release to inform the 

media about your initiatives

Who is the Kit Designed For?
■ Purchasing Agents
■ County and City Managers
■ Environmental Services Staff 
■ Department Managers
■ Recycling Coordinators
■ Local Elected Offi  cials
■ Product Users
■ Local Government Vendors

A Guide to 
Greening Government 
through Powerful
Purchasing Decisions

A Guide to 
Greening Government 
through Powerful
Purchasing Decisions



 e federal government 
is also greening its 

operations. Executive 
Order 13101, Greening 

the Government  rough 
Waste Prevention, 

Recycling, and Federal 
Acquisition, instructs fed-
eral agencies to only buy 

printing and writing paper 
that contains at least 30% 
post-consumer recycled 

content, and to favor pur-
chase of environmentally 
preferable goods and ser-
vices as well as bio-based 

products.  is is predicted 
to help develop national 
markets for environmen-
tally preferable products.

What’s the Problem?
 e environmental eff ect of local gov-

ernment operations is directly related to 
the types of products purchased and used. 
County employees and their contractors in 
fl eet agencies, buildings and grounds de-
partments, print shops and operation and 
maintenance divisions, just to name a few, 
frequently handle materials that are fl am-
mable, corrosive, irritating and contain 
toxic compounds. Not only can workers 
suff er immediate injury but repeated expo-
sure to such substances can cause chronic 
and long term health eff ects. For example, 
U.S. EPA estimates of cancer risks from 
various sources of air pollution show that 
product use may contribute between 50 to 
90 percent of the total risk from all sources 
evaluated. 1

Storage of hazardous materials on 
county premises also can lead to accidents 
and liability issues, and disposal of out-
of-date, unused or spent materials can be 
expensive.

Additionally, products used by county 
operations can harm environmental re-
sources. Pesticides and fertilizers applied 
to county property for example, can run 
off  into sensitive water bodies and streams. 
In fact, pollution from small, non-point 
sources is the number one cause of con-
tamination to our nation’s streams, rivers 
and lakes.

It is apparent that local governments 
are using and disposing of many of the 
same hazardous chemicals, and often in 
the same quantities, as their private sector 
colleagues, For example, departments in 
a southern California municipality (pop. 
160,000) was reported to have a combined 
total of 330,000 pounds of toxic or hazard-
ous chemicals on site (not including 

gasoline stored in city yards).  is includes 
paints, pesticides, pool chemicals, oils, 
adhesives, cleaners and printinq surpplies.2

Local governments are also large 
consumers of energy - fueled by coal, 
oil and nuclear resources. Ineffi  cient 
heating, cooling and lighting systems can 
contribute to unnecessary environmental 
and health eff ects as well as serve as a drain 
on a local government’s budget. According 
to the EPA, an estimated $4.5 billion per 
year is wasted as a result of outdated and 
ineffi  cient equipment in state and local 
government buildings.3

But a solution is well within reach!

Become an Environmentally 
Smart Shopper

Local governments are fi nding ways 
to reduce workplace hazards and protect 
environmental resources - by reviewing the 
products they are currently buying, and 
directing dollars toward more environ-
mentally responsible alternatives.

Where Should You Begin?
It can be challenging, at fi rst, to con-

sider changing the products you currently 
purchase. After all, many of these products 
have been used for years, and have been 
eff ective at getting the job done. Staff  may 
be comfortable with the products they are 
using and familiar with application proce-
dures and performance expectations.

To alter purchasing practices, it is im-
portant to gain staff  support.  is requires 
leadership as well as educating staff  about 
the benefi ts of safer products. By working 
together, it will not be long before purchas-
ing and using environmentally preferable 
products become routine.

 e following list presents a series of 
steps used by local governments to “green” 
government procurement,  ese strate-
gies guide you through the: (1) process 
for gaining acceptance and support for 
a greening government procurement 
programs; and the (2) technical issues 
involved with identifying and securing 
environmentally safer alternatives.

Costly violations of the 
Resource Conservation 

and Recovery Act (RCRA), 
prompted Lee County, 

FL, to implement a series 
of changes in its fl eet 

management department. 
 rough purchasing 

changes, recycling and 
other waste reduction 

techniques, the depart-
ment reduced its hazard-
ous waste generation to 

zero, saving approximately 
$16,800 annually in avoid-

ed waste disposal costs. 
See enclosed case study.



Gain Support Through 
a Team Approach

An environmental purchasing eff ort 
requires the involvement of a number 
of local government players (see fi gure 
above). Facilitating communication and 
partnerships between these individuals 
and departments will be key to your en-
vironmental purchasing eff ort. Below are 
ideas on how to achieve this goal.

Create an Interdepartmental Task 
Force to Facilitate Cooperation

Partnerships between diff erent depart-
ments can be strengthened by creating an 
interdepartmental task force. Representa-
tives from departments, such as environ-
mental services, public works, facilities and 
grounds, transportation and purchasing 
can meet together to discuss opportunities 
for integrating safer products and address-
ing potential barriers.  e task force can 
develop an implementation plan, make con-
nections with other relevant departments 
and provide periodic updates to the county 
board and staff  on the program’s progress.

Forge Partnerships Between 
Environmental Services 
Department and Procurement Offi ce

An eff ective partnership between 
the environmental division, or health 
department, and the purchasing offi  ce is 
key. In some communities, such working 

relationships have already been established 
through “buy-recycled” programs. Envi-
ronmental staff  provide technical expertise 
to assist county procurement in developing 
product criteria and specifi cations.

Environmental services can also 
strengthen support for the program by 
informing the procurement department of 
anticipated fi nancial benefi ts.  e county 
procurement offi  ces can consult with envi-
ronmental staff  regarding orders for prod-
ucts with chemicals that are earmarked for 
reduction, and/or to determine additional 
vendors for environmental products. Such 
a partnership can help minimize additional 
workload on the procurement offi  ce.

Identify Needs of Product Users
It is important to include product 

endusers in environmental purchasing 
eff orts. By including these individuals in 
program planning and implementation, 
the county can increase acceptance of 
alternative products and avoid purchasing 
products that do not meet performance 
needs or expectations. Where appropriate, 
provide hands-on product training sessions 
to guide staff  on using environmentally 
preferable alternatives.

Elected Offi  cials/Upper Level Management 
encourage widespread participation in the 
program by passing a policy resolution or 
directive.

Environmental Services/Local Health De-
partment and/or Recycling Division provide 
technical expertise to identify environmental 
and health risks, help to develop criteria and 
specifi cations for selecting safer products, serve 
as program champion.

Purchasing Offi  ce informs product users about 
product alternatives, helps to develop product 
specifi cations, processes orders and bids.

Product Users (i.e., other county departments) 
identify product performance needs and use 
products.

Principles for 
Greening Government 
Operations
■ Take preventive measures 

to reduce the need for 
hazardous products.

■ Replace a hazardous 
product with a safer 
product or process.

■ Use a lesser quantity of a 
hazardous product.

■ Train employees to 
minimize human and 
environmental exposures 
during application.

■ Ask vendors for products’ 
environmental performance 
information.

■ Standardize purchases 
so that leftover products 
can be shared with other 
departments.

■ Increase the effi  ciency of 
procurement procedures so 
that materials are not over 
purchased.

■ Contract out certain jobs 
to industries with more 
modern equipment.

■ Look for opportunities to 
reuse, repair, lease and/or 
share equipment.

■ Favor purchase of durable, 
energyeffi  cient and recycled 
-content products.

■ Recycle substances 
wherever possible.

To increase interest in 
environmental purchasing, 
the Arlington County, VA 

Environmental Services 
Division hosted a work-
ing lunch attended by 

representatives from fl eets, 
buildings, libraries, the fi re 
stations and public works. 

 e meeting helped to 
establish a base of support 

for initiating a program 
in the county. A newly 

established Environmental 
Purchasing Task Force is 

currently surveying county 
departments to determine 

what is presently being 
purchased and where 

opportunities exist to in-
corporate safer products.

Elected
Offi cials/Upper 

Level Management

Environmental
Department

Purchasing
Department

Product Users



Suggested Steps for 
Greening Government 
Procurement
■ Gain Support  rough a 

Team  Approach
Create an Interdepartment  
Task
Force Forge Partnerships 
Identify Needs of End-Users 
Secure Support from the 
Top

■	Collect Baseline 
Information

■ Research Options
■ Establish Environmental 

Criteria
■ Implement Pilot Project
■ Locate Products
■ Work with Vendors
■ Notify Community of 

Success
■ Institutionalize Program

Secure Support from the Top
Elected offi  cials play a critical role in 

ensuring the success of environmentally 
preferable purchasing.  rough passage of 
an environmental purchasing resolution, 
a county board can encourage participa-
tion by county departments. (Please see 
enclosed sample resolution for suggested 
language.) Top management in other 
county departments can help support the 
program by designating it as a priority for 
their staff .

Collect Baseline Information
In order to determine which products to 

avoid entirely and where to substitute safer 
ones, it is important to know what is cur-
rently being purchased. A baseline survey, 
or questionnaire, can be a helpful way to 
evaluate current procurement and identify 
environmental purchasing opportunities.

A simple check list, such as the one 
contained in this kit, is useful for collecting 
such information with minimal burden on 
department staff .

Also ask:
1. What environmentally preferable 

products has your department purchased 
in the past, but discontinued use due to 
cost or dissatisfaction with the product?

2. Has your division/department been 
cited for noncompliance with any 
environmental regulation and/or been 
subject to worker complaints resulting 
from exposures to hazardous products/
substances?

3. Would your division/department 
be interested in participating in an 
environmentally preferable purchasing 
pilot study?

Research Environmental 
Purchasing Options

To identify appropriate product alterna-
tives and implementation strategies, local 
government agencies should perform 
upfront research.  ere are many purchas-
ing and pollution prevention resources that 
can assist this eff ort.  ese include: other 
local governments, state government, the 
EPA, private consultants, universities, 
nonprofi t organizations and product 
manufacturers. Please see the enclosed 
resource list for more information.

Establish Environmental 
Criteria/Priorities for Purchases

It is important to establish environmen-
tal criteria for purchases that refl ect your 
environmental priorities.  ese criteria will 
help you determine which products to tar-
get for substitution, and assist you in updat-
ing and writing product specifi cations.

Environmentally preferable products and 
services, according to the EPA, are products 
and services that have a lesser or reduced 
eff ect on human health and the environment 
when compared to competing products and 
services that serve the same purpose.

In general, environmentally preferable 
products:
■ contain fewer hazardous chemicals and 

minimize human health hazards
■ use resources more effi  ciently
■ reduce waste
■ are energy effi  cient

Environmental and health eff ects of a 
product are complex, and are experienced 
at diff erent stages of a product’s lifecycle 
(e.g., during extraction of raw materials, 
manufacture, use, and disposal). It will 
simplify your eff orts if you fi rst identify 
your community’s most signifi cant en-
vironmental  concerns and begin to use 
purchasing to address these issues.

Some localities consider environmental 
preferability in terms of the following 
criteria: (1) health and safety risk; (2) eff ect 
on environmental resources; (3) disposal 
and regulatory issues. Some examples are 
listed on Table A.



When setting environmental
criteria, consider the following:

Minimize
■ Heavy metals (e.g., lead, mercury; 

cadmium)
■ Ozone depleting chlorinated 

compounds (e.g. CFC’s)
■ Organic solvents (e.g., chlorinated and 

aromatic hydrocarbons)
■ Reactivity, corrosiveness, fl ammability, 

irritation potential
■ Carcinogens, mutagens, teratogens
■ Acute and chronic toxicity
■ Substances that can bioaccumulate
■ Volatile organic compounds (VOC’s)
■ Phosphorous

Favor
■ Post-consumer recycled content
■ Reusability/repairability
■ Reduction in packaging
■ Energy Effi  ciency
■ Use of renewable energy resources
■ Biobased products
■ Biodegradability upon disposal

*Please see attached glossay for defi nitions of terms.

Implement Demonstration
or Pilot Study

You can use pilot studies to introduce 
and gain acceptance for environmentally 
preferable products. To select a depart-
ment in which to perform a pilot, you 
will want to consider the following three 
items:

■ Need - a department that has 
been cited for a violation of an 
environmental regulation, or that has 
had a recent accident or set of worker 
health complaints, may be particularly 
motivated to initiate a pilot. 

■ Interest - a department with a special 
interest in environmental stewardship 
would be an enthusiastic and 
cooperative site for a demonstration 
project. 

■ Ease of Product Substitution - a 
department for which there are readily 
available and “tried” substitutes, and 
examples of successful eff orts elsewhere 
would make implementation easier and 
more acceptable.

Many safer alternatives 
are already on the 
market. These include:
■ Citrus-based formulas 

to replace petroleum and 
chlorinated cleaners, 
spot removers and graffi  ti 
removers

■ Bio-based (vegetable) 
lubricants to replace 
petroleum-based 
lubricants

■ Propylene-glycol antifreeze 
instead of ethylene-glycol 
antifreeze

■ High-grade white paper 
with 30% postconsumer 
recycled-content

■ Rerefi ned motor oil to 
replace virgin motor oil

■ Offi  ce paper bleached 
with hydrogen peroxide or 
oxygen instead of chlorine

■ Paints with low level 
volatile organic compounds

■ Energy-effi  cient equipment
■ Low mercury fl uorescent 

lighting

... just to name a few!

Concerns Problem 
Substance

Common 
Products

Operation/Application

Health and Safety Risk
Toxic; irritant Ammonia Window cleaner Facility maintenance; 

janitorial services
Eff ect on Environmental Resources
Slow rate of 
biodegradation; 
water pollutant

Organophosphates Pesticides and 
herbicides

Grounds/parks mainte-
nance

Disposal/Regulatory Issues
Hazardous wastes 
generated above 
threshold quantities 
require compliance  
with federal, state, 
and local regulations. 
Disposal of below 
threshold amounts 
can contaminate 
air, water and land 
resources.

Organic solvents 
(e.g. toluene, xylene, 
benzene, perchloro-
ethylene)

Cleaning products; 
clegreasers; paint 
thinners

Vehicle and road mainte-
nance; print shop; facility 
maintenance and con-
struction, dry cleaning

Table A



Cleaning Products 
Pilot Project

City of Santa Monica, CA 

 e City of Santa Monica 
performed a 10-month 
pilot study on janitorial 
cleaning products.  e 

study allowed the city to 
test numerous alterna-
tive cleaning products, 

exposed custodial staff  to 
alternative products, and 
helped ease the transition 
to using environmentally 
preferable cleaners.  e 
city has since replaced 

custodial products with 
less toxic alternatives in 15 
out of 17 product catego-

ries, eliminating the use of 
3,200 pounds of hazardous 

chemicals and reducing 
spending on custodial 

products by 5%.

Once you determine where to perform 
a pilot study, you will want to keep the fol-
lowing items in mind:

■ Include in the planning process any 
staff  who will be using and evaluating 
products.

■ Emphasize the importance of the pilot 
and why staff  participation is critical.

■ Start small and make sure the project 
will be logistically feasible.

■ Invite vendors to perform product 
demonstrations for product users.

■ Prepare the vendors in advance so that 
they can properly demonstrate product 
use to staff  and answer any technical 
questions.

■ Provide a means for reporting product 
evaluation throughout the pilot study e.g. 
simple evaluation forms.

■ Designate a pilot study supervisor 
that will ensure the study is adequately 
performed to completion.

■ Routinely meet with staff  and supervisor 
during pilot to receive feedback 
about product performance, address 
immediate concerns or problems, and 
encourage follow-through.

■ Meet with project staff  upon completion 
of the pilot to discuss and verify test 
results.

■ If some products repeatedly do not meet 
performance standards, abandon these 
and continue to test other products.

■ Report results of pilot study to governing 
body and upper management on a 
regular basis.

■ Build upon success of pilot by promoting 
newly adopted products to other 
departments or operations that have 
similar needs.

■ Identify another department for a 
second pilot!

Locate Products in 
the Marketplace 

While a growing number of environ-
mentally responsible products are available 
that meet performance standards in 
government operations, be cautious about 
only relying on manufacturers’ environ-
mental claims such as “environmentally 
friendly” or “all natural.”  ese claims may 
provide incomplete information about 

the health or environmental eff ects of a 
product. Work with vendors to locate 
products that meet specifi c environmental 
criteria (see section below), and follow up 
with references who have actually used the 
product.

You may also want to review Material 
Safety Data Sheets (MSDS), product labels 
and product information provided by 
the manufacturer, other communities 
or sources such as the Internet, the EPA 
and consumer or environmental groups. 
Some local and state governments require 
vendors to complete product evaluation 
forms to determine how closely products 
will match their specifi ed environmental 
criteria.

 ird-party certifi cation organiza-
tions, such as Green Seal and Scientifi c 
Certifi cation Systems, also can help locate 
environmentally responsible products. 
 ese organizations certify products based 
on their ability to meet stringent environ-
mental and performance standards. Green 
Seal, for example, assures consumers that 
products which meet their certifi cation 
have been thoroughly tested, work well 
and are among the most environmentally 
responsible ones available. (See enclosed 
resource list for more information.)

Work with Existing 
and New Vendors

An increasing number of vendors off er 
environmentally safe alternatives. You 
may want to provide existing vendors the 
opportunity to locate safer alternatives 
based on your specifi cations and needs. 
Because this fi eld is growing rapidly, it is 
also helpful to talk to new vendors and 
product manufacturers, who can off er 
environmentally preferable products that 
current vendors may not yet know about. 



A county-wide or regional vendors’ fair or 
meeting is an ideal way for local govern-
ment representatives to meet with vendors 
and product manufacturers to learn about 
new products, and to discuss performance 
and environmental criteria.

Notify Community 
and Media of Success

Don’t keep your program a secret! Local 
governments can gain a lot of positive pub-
lic relations through greening government 
initiatives. Notify local reporters of your 
jurisdiction’s commitment to employing 
safer products and protecting public health 
and the environment. (See sample press 
release.)

Institutionalize Your Program
Passing of an environmental purchasing 

resolution, in the event that your county 
does not yet have one, can help build wide 
support for a program. (See enclosed 
environmental purchasing resolution). An 
Environmental Purchasing Task Force, 
or other such entity, will continue to play 
a critical role in building good will and 
ensuring the implementation of program 
activities. 

Some other items to keep in mind for 
ensuring program success: 
■ Set realistic program goals and monitor 

success toward goals.
■ Continue to research environmental 

purchasing opportunities as new 
products enter the marketplace and new 
information becomes available.

■ Write specifi cations for products that 
prove to meet environmental and 
performance standards. 

■ Encourage procurement personnel 
to make the specifi cations readily 
available to anyone involved in product 
requisition.

■ While many environmentally preferable 
products are cost-competitive if not 
cheaper than traditional products, 
in some cases they still may be more 
expensive due to lower production 
volumes. You may want to provide 
environmental products a small price 
preference (such as 10%) in such 
instances. When prices drop, you 
can eliminate this price preference. 
(Ultimately, you will only want to specify 
products that meet environmental 
criteria.) Also, when purchasing certain 
environmentally preferable products, 
such as energy-effi  cient equipment, you 
will want to consider lifecycle costing. 
While these products may have a higher 
price tag, increased costs will be paid 
back in the form of reduced utility bills 
or avoided disposal costs.

■ Determine opportunities to purchase 
environmentally preferable products 
from your state’s contract.

■ Consider designating the 
environmentally safer product as the 
fi rst, or “default,” option, requiring 
departments to make an additional eff ort 
to order a less safe product.

■ Acknowledge and reward department 
staff  who have played a lead role 
in implementing environmentally 
preferable product alternatives.

■ And, fi nally, keep in mind that change 
can be slow. It is best to start small and 
build on success and good will.

Vendors’ Fair
 e State of Massachusetts 
has had considerable suc-
cess using vendors’ fairs 
to make environmentally 
preferable products more 

accessible. At the fairs, 
purchasers can speak 

directly to vendors as well 
as attend workshops on 

environmental purchasing 
topics. Over the last three 
years, participation in the 
fairs has grown from 40 

vendors and 140 purchas-
ers, to 85 vendors and 400 

purchasers.

Footnotes

1 Cancer Risk from Outdoor Exposure to Air Toxics. Volume 1. Final Report. Offi  ce of Air Quality Plan-
ning and Standards. Research Triangle Park. EPA-450/1-90004a, 3-25.

2 Environmental Health Coalition, Toxic Turnaround. A Step-by-Step Guide to Reducing Pollution for 
Local Governments, 1998.

3 U.S. EPA, Energy Star Building and Green Lights Update: Public Leaders in Energy Effi  ciency, Fall 
1998.
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