
 

 
 

 
UPSTREAM: Greening suppliers 

 
 
Description 
 
Sustainable supply chain management refers to a company’s management of its suppliers with aim of 
improving their environmental performance leading to an enhanced environmental profile the company’s own 
products and services. This could involve establishing requirements for suppliers, e.g. through application of 
Codes of Conduct. 
 
Many large Western-European retailers, driven in part by stakeholder pressure, develop various ways of 
greening their supply chains. Three main approaches are: 
a) to establish requirements for suppliers to assess and improve their own environmental performance;  
b) to assist suppliers in greening their operations, and  
c) to participate in collective action with suppliers e.g. through farm assurance and pesticide reduction 
networks or online evaluation platforms (SEDEX). 
 
Potential for positive environmental impact 
 
Establishing clear green procurement guidelines in specifications for different types of products and 
production processes helps to green the supply chain upstream. Requiring suppliers to also green their 
supply chains or to have a Sustainability Code (or similar) also works towards greening upstream actors. 
Regularly auditing the suppliers’ environmental performance ensures that high environmental and 
sustainability standards continue to be met. 
 
 
Prevalence and future potential 
 
Multi-stakeholder initiatives include building capacity of farmers and dissemination of best practices of 
manufacturers. Commodity-specific initiatives are common e.g. the Common Code for the Coffee 
Community and the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (CSCP and UNEP DTIE, 2009). 
 
However, despite several initiatives from food producers such as the Danish Arla Foods or the Swedish 
Lantmännen as well as those represented in the European SCP Food Roundtable engaged in developing 
common methodologies, it would appear that retailers themselves are generally not proactive on this issue 
(ETC/SCP 2011). 
 
So far the Nordic retailers are mainly focusing on requirements concerning social responsibility in 
accordance with BSCI and SA8000. See case study. 
 
In Finland the wholesalers Tuko Logistics and major operations of Kesko are ISO14001 certified, which 
means that they have responsibility of improve environmental performance of their suppliers. 
  
Wal-Mart has created a sustainability index for its suppliers based on a supplier sustainability assessment to 
determine if the suppliers have embraced three goals: reducing waste to zero, using 100% renewable 
energy, selling sustainable products (Walmart 2010). 
 
In France, Carrefour has developed an Internet-based self-assessment tool enabling its own brand food 
suppliers to assess their sustainable development policy and practice. Drafted with the support of ADEME 
and the WWF, the tool consists of 49 economically, socially and environmentally-oriented criteria. It also 
offers advice and information on best practices. In 2008, on the basis of the very positive feedback received 
from the first users, Carrefour sent the tool to all 1,562 own brand food suppliers. The tool was fully 
integrated by 36% of them right from the outset. In addition the Group performed on sites consultation visits, 
to check the information declared, to help with the drafting of action plans and to follow-up on the progress 
achieved by suppliers (Carrefour 2010). 
 
To further green their supply chains Nordic retailers can set targets for environmental improvements, e.g. 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, waste or eliminate environmentally hazardous chemicals such as 
pesticides from agriculture. 
 



 

 
 

 
Pros and cons? 
 
Pros: 
 

• Initiatives that bring together a range of stakeholders from industry to tackle a sustainability issue 
can be very helpful, for example Defra´s “Milk Roadmap” in the UK (DEFRA, 2009), which is set to 
reach its own targets ahead of schedule. 

•  
 
Cons: 

• Greening supply chains may lead to significant changes in the focal organisation. For example it 
may necessitate changes in processes and systems for supplier selection, level of employee 
training, and procedures of verification and performance assessment. It may also impact product 
design, logistics and maintenance processes, as well as skills and competencies of procurement 
staff (Vassallo, Cacciatore et al. 2008). 

• Another barrier is the need to justify the activity and its cost to the Board of Directors based purely 
on the business benefit or profit for the company, since neither private nor public organisations are 
run as charity institutions (Whitehouse 2006). 

• Additional costs are one of the important barriers for greening supply chain and may arise in short 
run from the need to develop additional systems to collect information about stakeholder 
expectations, to process the information and to develop internal and external greening strategies 
and procedures and to implement them 
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