
 

European Commission 

DG Environment 

ENV-GPP@ec.europa.eu 

           7 September 2009 

Dear, 

RE: FSB response to the second consultation on the Green Public Procurement Criteria for ten product 
groups 
 

The Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the above named 
consultation. 

The FSB is the UK’s leading business organisation. It exists to protect and promote the interests of the self-
employed and all those who run their own business. The FSB is non-party political, and with 215,000 
members, it is also the largest organisation representing small and medium sized businesses in the UK. 

Small businesses make up 99.3 per cent of all businesses in the UK, and make a huge contribution to the 
UK economy.  They contribute 51 per cent of the GDP and employ 58 per cent of the private sector 
workforce.  

With regard to the documents for consultation on the common criteria for public procurement for ten 
product groups, the FSB would like to draw your attention to the following points: 

 The documents are lengthy and difficult to read and are therefore very small business unfriendly; 

 The local dimension of green public procurement should get more attention as keeping trade local 
is good for business, good for the economy and good for the environment.  

We trust that you will find our comments helpful and that they will be taken into consideration.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Tina Sommer 

Chairman EU and International Affairs 

Federation of Small Businesses 
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Introduction 

Public procurement creates a potentially interesting source of new customers for small 

businesses. However, public procurement procedures are in general not easily accessible to them. 

Only 16% of the total value of public contracts go to SMEs1, and only 33% of SMEs who bid every 

time they find an appropriate opportunity are successful in winning the contract2. 50% of the SME 

sector find it significantly more difficult to deliver to Government agencies than to the private 

sector, predominantly because of the additional formalities required by public sector clients. These 

figures show how difficult it is for small businesses to access tenders. Therefore, the FSB is calling 

on governments to improve SME access to clear information on public procurement opportunities, 

especially at a time when public procurement will increasingly become „green‟, bringing additional 

requirements with it.  

Responding to the challenge of climate change requires rapid behavioural change today, not ten 

years from now.  The FSB is therefore very much in favour of the development of environmentally 

friendly products and services and acknowledges that a demand from public authorities for 

„greener‟ goods will stimulate these markets. Small businesses play an important role in serving 

those markets as they quickly evolve and innovate to suit market pressures and customer 

demand; it is worth remembering that over 60 per cent of all commercial innovations come from 

small businesses and it is easier for small organisations to adopt eco-efficiency.  In short, they are 

catalysts for rapid change.  

The FSB seeks a new compact between the small-business community and the environmental 

lobby. Environmentalists need to embrace the market and small businesses need to adopt 

smarter, resource-efficient ways of working. It is in this light that the FSB welcomes green public 

procurement and endorses the formulation of common criteria for different product groups. 

However, there are a number of issues we would like to raise with regard to the documents on the 

ten product groups that are the subject for this consultation. 

                                                           
1
 BERR 2006. 

2
 BERR. 
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Breach of the “think small first principle” 

In June 2008 the member states agreed on the Small Business Act (SBA). One of the core 

principles of the SBA is to “think small first”. All new legislative and administrative proposals at 

European and national level should be subjected to an “SME test” to assess their impact on 

SMEs. The SBA proposes best practice that will facilitate SMEs‟ access to public procurement 

contracts. It offers solutions to the difficulties faced by small companies by improving access to 

information about public contracts and how to bid on-line, and by reducing the paperwork involved.  

SMEs experience significant barriers in tendering for government contracts and small businesses 

are not always given a fair chance to compete against larger businesses. We feel that the 

current documents for consultation will change this situation for the worse. 

Although we understand that technical language cannot be avoided in its entirety, the documents 

included in this consultation are a torturous read, contain a lot of repetition and are written in 

language alien to the small-business community. This has a number of consequences:  

As the documents are extremely “off-putting” for important stakeholders like purchasers and 

bidders, the latter often being small businesses, we are concerned that many small business 

owners will not have the time or the inclination to read such documents. Instead of receiving a 

balanced reply, only people with either a lot of time or money for specialists to read the documents 

for them will give input. Small businesses do not have the time, knowledge or means necessary to 

go through these documents and understand them. This means that the responses to this 

consultation will be unbalanced and the final criteria and specifications would therefore not have 

had the input from one of the main target groups: small businesses.  

Secondly, people who will finally have to deal with the criteria and technical specifications are 

usually not trained to interprete all the information. Local authorities often do not have the means 

to train their public procurement staff. This means that in deciding who is getting the public 

contract, larger companies - who would often have entire public procurement departments, and 

who are able to hire consultants to understand all the technical specifications -, are in a better 

position to win a public sector contract. 

Thus, the situation described above goes entirely against the spirit of the “think small first” 

principle and DG Environment is therefore in breach of the Small Business Act.
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Keep Trade Local 

Public procurement is an underestimated tool when it comes to keeping trade local. By using local 

suppliers and contractors one can expect better value for money, better quality of service and a 

more innovative and punctual completion of the contract. 

Local public procurement contracts have the potential to give a massive boost to the local 

economy. Councils awarding contracts to small businesses in their area have found that it is cost 

effective, offers a quick turnaround time and greater flexibility while at the same time keeping the 

carbon footprint low as delivery distances are less. With 83p of every £1 spent with local 

businesses going back into the local economy3, it makes good economic sense, good business 

sense, is good for the environment and it keeps trade local. 

It is not small businesses that cause the most pollution, waste the most resources and exploit their 

workers. They serve largely local markets and strengthen local economies and communities. They 

provide many jobs, are centres of creativity and innovation, and lead in the emerging green 

economy, providing organic food and services like insulation or community transport. Many are 

cooperatives or community enterprises. Small business goes with the grain of the green ethos - 

building a local and increasingly self-reliant economy means building up small business. 

Unfortunately, an example contained in the supporting documents for this consultation supports 

the use of tropical hardwoods shipped half way around the world. The document does not take 

into account local timber which should be the first port of call to reduce transport costs and carbon 

emissions resulting from transport. Not to mention the scarcity of tropical hardwoods and the 

devastating effects of deforestation of tropical woods. Local timber may have different properties, 

but still has enough qualities to be used as good wooden windows. 

                                                           
3
 FSB study autumn 2008, carried out by Fresh Minds Research for the Scoreboard Working Party. The Scoreboard Working Party 

is made up of Britain’s three leading business organisations BVCA, FSB and CBI.  
 



 

6 

 

Technical points 

As a business organisation dedicated to our members we aim to represent the interest of small 

business to the highest standards. As mentioned above, the documents were lengthy and posed a 

difficult read. This means we did not have the opportunity to give each product group our full 

attention, to the detriment of our members who have businesses that would fall in any of the 

different product categories. As a result, we only looked in detail at the Technical Specifications for 

Green Public Procurement for Windows, in particular wooden windows.4 We have made the 

following observations: 

 Although the product document has some useful information on thermal efficiency, it is 
general information rather than guidance. It does not look at the influence of wood in 
different climates and what the purchaser is supposed to look out for. There is no guidance 
on the requirements for windows in different European climates. 
 

 There are no clear definitions or harmonised standards of thermal performance, which 
means it is extremely difficult to compare hardwood windows from different countries. 
 

 The document does not take into account the concept of „Secure by Design‟ which ensures 
that manufacturing processes produce a secure window frame that cannot easily be broken 
into.  

 
Conclusion 

The FSB is very much in favour of green public procurement. We welcome common criteria and 

technical specifications. However, the text describing the criteria and specifications which are the 

subject of this consultation, are not an easy read for small businesses and non-specialists, such 

as public procurement officers in local authorities. This means that the consultation misses out on 

important input. Therefore, the final criteria will stay impenetrable which will play into the hands of 

larger companies, having better means to understand the technical specifications, and will spell 

bad news for the take up of green public procurement by small businesses. Furthermore, the local, 

greener dimension is contravened by favouring tropical hardwoods over local timber. The FSB is 

therefore of the opinion that the criteria for green public procurement and their technical 

specifications are going against the “think small first” principle and that this consultation by DG 

Environment is in breach of the Small Business Act. 

  ______________________________________________________ 

 
For further information 
 
Sietske de Groot 

sietske.degroot@fsb.org.uk 

Federation of Small Businesses  
2 Catherine Place, London SW1E 6HF 

                                                           
4
 Technical Specifications for Green Public Procurement – Windows Background Report: Windows, Glazed Doors and Skylights. 
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