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  is one that buys environmentally sound products and services. According to 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, “environmentally preferable purchasing” affects 
human health and the environment less than competing products or services. Greener goods 
include more recycled content, are easy to reuse, have fewer toxic ingredients, and are energy-
efficient. 

Green procurement policies go back to the 1980s, when Massachusetts began buying products 
with recycled content. The city of Pittsburgh and Los Angeles County are among the many jurisdic-
tions that have followed suit in the years since, procuring products and services that reduce toxicity, 
include more postconsumer recycled content, and conserve natural resources. 

Implementing green policies can help to reduce pollution, lower long-term costs, improve worker 
health and safety, and put organizational values into action. Arthur Weissman, the chief executive officer 
of Green Seal, a nonprofit organization that helps private and public institutions implement sound 
purchasing policies, notes that “the biggest benefit in buying green is the ability to align operations with 
sustainability policies.”

Santa Monica, California, is doing exactly that. Its sustainable procurement program, in place 
since 1994 as part of its Sustainable City Program, focuses on reducing toxic chemicals, decreasing 
fleet emissions, and buying recycled products. In order to cut transportation-related environmental 
impacts, the city gives a one percent bid preference to local businesses. It also sets green building re-
quirements for certain new commercial construction, multifamily buildings, and major renovations. 
Santa Monica reports that it is the first U.S. city to buy 100 percent of its energy from renewable 
sources, and it has managed to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by six percent in the past decade.

Similar policies are in effect in the heartland. Woodbury County, Iowa, buys only locally grown, 
organic food for the county jail, a work release center, and juvenile detention facilities. The food must 
come from within a 100-mile radius of the county seat in Sioux City. That policy, coupled with a tax 
incentive for farmers switching to organic agriculture, led to a 400 percent increase in the county’s 
acreage of organic farmland between 2007 and 2009. 

Although procurement personnel are generally in charge of buying products and services for large 
agencies, planners play a role by encouraging the adoption of codes and policies that coincide with 
these larger goals. In Woodbury County, the partnership between urban planners and economic de-
velopment professionals helps to support a thriving local economy. “What we need is to create a new 
zoning category or overlay that allows some different usages on land zoned for agriculture,” says Rob 
Marqusee, the rural economic development director of Woodbury County. He suggests allowing 
local residents to run small business enterprises to accompany agricultural production, such as small 
composting or equipment-sharing and leasing operations.

In Santa Monica, planners and other officials coordinate green purchasing carried out by the Of-
fice of Sustainability and the Environment, an interdisciplinary city division that oversees the imple-
mentation of the Sustainable City Plan.

Green purchasing programs have their challenges, including higher up-front costs. When Los An-
geles decided to purchase only postconsumer recycled paper for all municipal activities in 2008, that 
meant committing to spend about 50 percent more on paper than it had before. Another challenge is 
the need for staff training in ordering, budgeting for, and overseeing the use of green products. “You 
need expertise in procurement, sustainability, and environmental protection,” says Karl Bruskotter, an 
environmental programs analyst with Santa Monica’s Office of Sustainability and the Environment.

In the end, green procurement is a way for sustainability ideals and day-to-day practices to inter-
sect. It’s up to planners to balance the benefits and drawbacks of sustainable practices. 

n Gabriela Worrel writes about urban planning and environmental issues in Los Angeles. Laurie Kaye Nijaki is a consultant to 
California’s Department of Employment Development.

BUYING GREEN
By Gabriela Worrel and Laurie Kaye Nijaki

A GREENER OFFICE

Ph
ot

os
 b

y 
G

ab
rie

la
 W

or
re

l



American Planning Association 37


