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ABBREVIATIONS 
 

Abbreviation Definition 

GPP Green Public Procurement 

CPP Circular Public Procurement 

PA Public Authority 

SME Small and medium-sized enterprise 

VET Vocational Education Training 

ICVET International Centre for Vocational Education and Training 

I-VET Initial Vocational Education Training 

C-VET Continuing Vocational Education Training 

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation 

MEC Minimum Environmental criteria 

EQF European Qualification Framework 

NRP National Resilience Plan 

 
  



 

 How to engage SMEs to participate in Green and Circular Public Procurement 
 

5 
 

CONTENTS 

 
1. Introduction 6 

 
2. How to engage SMEs to participate in Green and Circular Public Procurement 7 

2.1 What are the barriers for SMEs to apply for GPP? 8 

2.2 What are the drivers for SMEs to apply for GPP? 10 

2.3 How can local authorities support SMEs engagement? 11 

2.4 Insights from GREENER Advisory Group workshops 14 

 
References 17 

 

 

  



 

 How to engage SMEs to participate in Green and Circular Public Procurement 
 

6 
 

1. Introduction 
The Greener Toolbox aims at gathering tools and resources to support the participation of Small and 
Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in Green and Circular Public Procurement (GPP/CPP). SMEs have a great role 
to play in the transition to a more circular economy. Indeed, SMEs are central to local economies and 
local employment and GPP is a central instrument for the EU to achieve its objective to become carbon 
neutral for 2050. But engaging SMEs to participate in GPP present several challenges, which will be 
introduced in this document.  
 
The first report gathers the main barriers and drivers for SMEs to apply for GPP. General barriers and 
drivers applicable to different contexts are provided, as well as specific ones for the different countries 
taking part in the GREENER project: Belgium, Bulgaria, Spain, and Italy, where data and evidence were 
gathered. This first section also provides a set of recommendations for local authorities to support SMEs 
engagement in GPP. In addition, it gives an insight of the outcomes of the GREENER Advisory Group 
workshops that were held in each project partner's countries on how to engage SMEs in GPP.  
 
The full GREENER toolbox is completed with a second report that gives orientation to VET providers on 
designing I-VET and C-VET programs, and 17 factsheets of good practices on supporting SMEs to 
participate in GPP in the different countries of the project and also at international level. 
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2. How to engage SMEs to participate in 
Green and Circular Public Procurement 

With a growing focus on using public procurement strategically to meet wider social, economic, and 

environmental goals, the importance of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) within local economies 

cannot be ignored. SMEs are central to local economies and to local employment. 

Historically SMEs have faced a range of barriers in accessing procurement opportunities and in winning 

contracts. These barriers include: contracting authorities being unaware of SMEs and the types of goods 

and services they can potentially provide; SMEs viewing the procurement process, often rightly, as 

overly bureaucratic; SMEs not having the capacity to bid for opportunities and compete with large 

business; and the process of procurement often being undertaken on the basis of cost thus ruling out 

the ability of SMEs to demonstrate their wider value. 

As drivers of local economic growth and employment, ensuring SMEs are able to engage in public 

procurement by reducing and eliminating (where possible) barriers to participation is important. 

There is a specific emphasis upon: contracting authorities simplifying the process of procurement; 

contracting authorities breaking opportunities down into smaller lots; and reducing the levels of 

turnover required to participate in tendering exercise. 

In this section, the focus will be particularly on the participation of SMEs on Green and Circular 

Procurement. The benefits associated with GPP are not limited to the environmental impacts, but can 

include social, economic, or political benefits 1 some of them are summarised in Figure 1.  

 

 

 
1 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/gpp/benefits_en.htm 

Figure 1. Green Public Procurement – A Potential Game Changer for India, Alternative Perspectives, Dr Prasad Modak 



 

 How to engage SMEs to participate in Green and Circular Public Procurement 
 

8 
 

2.1 What are the barriers for SMEs to apply for GPP? 

It is important to recognise the heterogeneity of SMEs and that therefore the barriers experienced to 

engaging in public procurement are likely to vary between SMEs within a sector, as well as between 

sectors, and also subject to different characteristics, such as size. 

 

There are barriers, both in terms of procurement practices and organisational culture, that can hinder 

SME engagement (these can apply equally to both SMEs and to municipalities): 

● The size of tenders; 

● The time and resources needed to bid for tenders, as well as uncertainty of outcomes; 

● A lack of understanding of the process; 

● How and where procurement opportunities are advertised - due to multiple procurement 
platforms across different public sector organisations; 

● The use of pre-tender qualifications; 

● The use of Framework Agreements by municipalities - which have a tendency for a "one-size fits 
all" approach and exclude SMEs not on the frameworks from participating over a period of time 
until the frameworks are renewed; 

● The above can all contribute to SMEs failing to participate in public procurement. Although there 
have been attempts to reduce these barriers, such as through the transposition of three EU 
directives on procurement which were seen as supportive of SMEs, weak implementation and a 
lack of information have been identified as hindering progress. 

 

Organisationally, municipalities may face barriers engaging with SMEs due to: 

● A lack of understanding of SME potential for innovation; 

● A lack of understanding of SMEs' wider contribution to local social, economic, and 
environmental impacts; 

● A lack of knowledge regarding the local business base - size, sector, general capacity to 
participate in public procurement opportunities; 

● A lack of internal capacity and resources which can influence the willingness and/or ability of 
municipalities to create a procurement eco-system that is conducive to SME engagement; 

● The use of Frameworks and / or Dynamic Purchasing Agreements (which allow SMEs the 
flexibility to join at any time), which meet contract management needs and organisational 
requirements, but because of their "one-size fits all" approach do not necessarily lend 
themselves to SME participation, and do not always allow for the inclusion of wider social, 
economic, and environmental benefits. 

 

Based on the two GREENER Advisory group workshops that took place in each partner country (Belgium, 

Bulgaria, Italy and Spain), GREENER project provides a specific view on the barriers that SMEs face in 

participating in GPP, taking in consideration the country’s ecosystem specifics. 
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Belgium 

• Lack of political willingness to provide GPP/CPP training to Public Authorities (PAs) staff and 
SMEs. PAs do receive training on Public Procurement, but not necessarily on how to incorporate 
green and circular criteria; 

• Lack of knowledge on SMEs needs, resulting in defining criteria that SMEs cannot meet; 

• Small tenders are often difficult to announce in advance, since they are more difficult to plan; 

• Lack of knowledge in general regarding GPP/CPP. It is still believed that GPP and CPP are more 
expensive and more complex than regular PP. 

Bulgaria  

• Lack of legislation and procedures; 

• Shortage of awareness-raising campaigns; 

• Lack of example set by Public Authorities; 

• No incentive to implement GPP; 

• In Bulgaria it is considered as discrimination to add green criteria. 

 
Italy 

• Knowledge-based; 

• Implementing the tools to comply with the GPP criteria are rather complex both on design phase 

and participation to the tender; 

• GPP evaluation criteria of products and processes of SMEs are not always exploitable also in the 

private market logic; 

• SMEs show limited interest in participating in GPP, as it is very difficult for them to win the 

tender; 

• It is difficult for companies to apply the logic of the circular economy, involving all actors of the 

supply chain. 

Spain 

• Companies are reluctant to work with public administration due to paperwork and legal 
procedures to be followed, being even more in SMEs; 

• SMEs think that public procurement procedures are for big companies, and that they have not 
chance to win a competition; 

• Lack of resources that SMEs need to face to apply for GPP;  

• On one hand there is a lack of professionals in a SME with the necessary knowledge, as legal 
tasks normally are externalised to consultancies or legal experts; 

• Green public procurement is not widely known by public authorities, as there are not established 
green criteria to be implemented in their tenders. 

• Public authorities need to be experts on the field or dedicate enough time to investigate the 
market possibilities, and this is something very challenging for them.  
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2.2 What are the drivers for SMEs to apply for GPP? 

GPP is a voluntary instrument, it has a key role to play in the EU's efforts to become a more resource-

efficient economy. Having in mind the EU Green Deal and its goal to make Europe climate neutral in 

2050, the inclusion of environmental criteria in public procurement will become an important strategic 

instrument.    

Public procurement which incorporates sustainability and innovation can: 

● Address greenhouse gas emissions, local air and water quality, the use of hazardous substances, 
raw material usage, and the management of natural resources. 

● Encourage a diverse base of suppliers, promote fair employment practices and ethical sourcing, 
and foster training opportunities and community benefits. 

● Create new jobs, new markets and opportunities for small and medium sized enterprises. 

 

GREENER project proposes a country-based point of view of the drivers for SMEs and PA to participate 

in GPP, thus supporting the development of successful strategies to promote GPP participation. 

 
Belgium 

• Improving the communication between buyers and suppliers would bring several benefits: 

• Allows SMEs to know what the demands from PAs are and facilitate their participation; 

• Helps PAs to incorporate green and circular criteria taking into consideration what the market 
can offer; 

• PAs could communicate the publication of a tender in advance, making it easier for SMEs to 
apply (sometimes is not that easy to find a tenders in platforms).  

 
Bulgaria 

• Training materials for improving the administrative capacity of SMEs, when it comes to 
participating at GPP; 

• Clearer regulation and criteria frame for green products and services; 

• Framing the green criteria in a non- discriminative way and setting an estimated proportion of 
green criteria to each public procurement procedure.  

Italy 

• Promoting the growth of a green market also by raising awareness on environmental 
sustainability; 

• Communicating the diverse and multiple opportunities of sustainability in economic, social, and 
ecological development; 

• Provide product and process reliable qualitative and quantitative information with different 
tools, such as eco-design, eco-labels, recyclability, etc; 

• Implement a verification and control checklist for each tender, summarising very briefly the 
main verification elements required in the corresponding data sheet. 
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Spain 

• There are several legal instruments pushing the sustainability of the industry, and consumers 
and general society are improving their environmental awareness. So, sustainable 
practices/products are well valued. Therefore, industry is moving forward to a green transition; 

• Companies would like to expand their market, and possibilities of working with the public 
administration are better received now that several years ago. This is improving as many SMEs 
participated in the public market; 

• The objectives established by the European Commission on green public procurement are 
promising and will boost industrial sustainability and reward those companies that already are 
working in this way. 

 

2.3 How can local authorities support SMEs engagement? 

Only by understanding what the barriers are for SMEs can municipalities start to put in place measures 

to support SME engagement. An important step is to develop an understanding of the SMEs in an area. 

Using information, such as from a business survey or from a business database, as well as working with 

local SME and business bodies can help to identify the sectors where SMEs are active and the potential 

areas where they could engage in public procurement. Such sources of information can also assist in the 

identification of barriers to SME engagement in public procurement. 

Successfully engaging SMEs in public procurement activities requires recognising the ways in which the 

procurement process itself can place barriers to SME involvement and what type of procurement eco-

system is required. Barriers can include: the size of tenders, how procurement opportunities are 

advertised, the way in which applications are made, and the use of pre-tender qualification required. 

Reviewing the procurement process, identifying any barriers to SME engagement, and then putting in 

place measures to address such issues can have a positive impact on SME involvement. Creating a 

conducive procurement environment also includes supporting public procurement staff themselves. 

This is not only about capability, that is ensuring procurement staff receive the training required, but 

also about the adequate resourcing of procurement activities. 

 

a. Communication between SMEs and local authorities 

For many SMEs, procurement processes can appear daunting, and SMEs are likely to benefit from 

effective communication and the provision of support to participate in the procurement process. Such 

support can take many different forms, including: 

● The provision of training and clear guidelines on what is required to engage in procurement; 

● The dissemination of information such as through 'meet the buyer' events and/or networking 
events between larger companies and SMEs to help SMEs become part of wider supply chains; 

● Simplified procurement systems which do not place an unnecessary burden on those engaging 
with procurement opportunities; 

● Opportunities to engage with procurement staff to build an understanding of what is needed. 
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Identifying the most effective communication tools that will reach SMEs in different sectors is also 

important. Reaching SMEs with information on procurement opportunities may take a variety of forms 

- whether it was through procurement portals or through a mix of other techniques, such as the use of 

newsletters and social media. Understanding differences between SMEs (whether it be as a result of 

sector, size, or some other factor) in how they find procurement opportunities is important when 

considering how to communicate with them most effectively. 

If trust between providers and local authorities in a particular area is problematic, it will take a concerted 

effort to start building it. Better communications and conversations are key, with both sides needing to 

be proactive in moving towards a co-productive approach, even when circumstances aren’t 

straightforward (see Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. Market Shaping Toolkit: supporting local authority and SME care provider innovation and collaboration 

 

There are some challenges that cannot be easily addressed: a lack of resources and an unwillingness to 

invest the time in applying without certainty as to success for example, are not easily surmountable. Nor 

do all SMEs want to be involved in public procurement activities. Nevertheless, it is important to 

differentiate between SMEs choosing not to participate and those that feel unable to do so because of 

an engaging environment. Regular communication with SMEs and business representatives, and other 

types of information gathering, such as surveys of local businesses, can help municipalities to 

understand whether non-participation is a choice or because of other factors that can, and should, be 

addressed (Figure 3). 

 

 

Figure 3 Market Shaping Toolkit: supporting local authority and SME care provider innovation and collaboration 
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b. Supplier database 

Contracting authorities could overcome barriers around lack of knowledge of local businesses and SMEs 

by developing a database of potential suppliers. This could be linked to spend analysis and particularly 

the goods and services leaking out of the local economy. The database could be used to make local 

businesses and SMEs aware of upcoming opportunities. 

 
c. Make tendering easy  

The procurement process itself is sometimes complex and it is important that the tender requirements 

do not prevent SMEs submitting their proposals. Contracting authorities could overcome barriers 

around the bureaucracy facing local businesses and SMEs by streamlining the tender process so that less 

questions and with less complexity are being asked. Buyers should publish planned procurement 

activities as far ahead as possible so that SMEs have time to consider and prepare. Ensure tender 

documents are clear. 

 
d. Pre-procurement engagement  

Local authorities could overcome barriers around engagement with local businesses and SMEs by 

involving them in the design of goods and services.  Promote opportunities through local events before 

the start of a formal procurement exercise so companies can network or promote their goods and 

services. Publish opportunities on Tender portals, but supplement with local publication. Enable 

suppliers to engage ideas and make connections. 

 

e. Use social and environmental criteria  

Local authorities could overcome barriers around the overemphasis upon cost in procurement by 

embedding social and environmental criteria into the process and additionally considerations around 

quality.  

 

f. Provide training  

Local authorities could overcome barriers around capacity and capability to bid for procurement 

opportunities by providing specific training in coordination with other partners for SMEs and local 

businesses. 

 

g. Give greater weighting  

Local authorities could overcome barriers around the inability of SMEs and local businesses to properly 

demonstrate social value by applying greater weighting to it in the procurement process. 

 

h. Lotting 

Local authorities could overcome barriers around SMEs and local businesses not being able to access 

procurement opportunities as a result of their scale by breaking contracts down into smaller lots. 
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i. Local portals 

Contracting authorities could overcome barriers around advertising being cross-Europe by developing 

their own local portals with opportunities advertised specifically in the local market. 

 
j.  More flexibility 

Contracting authorities could overcome barriers around requirements of SMEs in particular by reducing 

the amount of documentation and supporting evidence they need to provide. Clearly state outcomes 

and look for innovative solutions from SMEs. Have a clear channel to manage queries and provide 

support. 

 

k.  Require local and SME tenders below threshold  

Local authorities can overcome the barrier around the time procurement exercises take, by adopting 

different processes for below threshold opportunities. This could include requiring a certain number of 

local businesses or SMEs to bid. Be careful not to preclude SMEs from bidding by setting the bar 

unnecessarily high in terms of turnover thresholds, insisting upon high insurance or health and safety 

requirements. 

 

2.4 Insights from GREENER Advisory Group workshops 

GREENER project partners establish four national stakeholders’ advisory groups, composed by experts 

in the procurement area (Business support organizations, VET providers, higher education and research 

representatives, public service providers, NGOs, SMEs and large companies, decentralized public 

authorities, development agencies).  

During June and September 2022 each GREENER partner conducted 2 workshops with advisory group, 

collecting their consultation and feedback on the development of the project in each stage and the 

materials developed. The advisory groups expressed their opinion on the topic “How to engage SMEs in 

GPP”. Down are summarised the main highlights taken from the experts, taking also into consideration 

the specifics of each partner country, ecosystem characteristics, real GPP situation, legislation 

developed, etc. 

 

Belgium 

• A better understanding of PP and GPP/CPP is needed for SMEs to apply for GPP (for instance 

through training programs).  

• Regarding market engagement, connecting buyers and suppliers to exchange views and to get 

to know what is available in the market and what are the demands from PAs.  

• The Buyer groups in the Netherlands are also a good example, they are organised for specific 

product group. In the Netherlands, they also have a ‘category manager’ which is an intermediary 

figure (an expert for specific product group) which sets up a good communication between the 

https://www.pianoo.nl/en/sustainable-public-procurement/buyer-groups-sustainability
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buyers and the suppliers gathering key information and knowledge and facilitating the tenders 

in advance to SMEs.  

• Training materials could help SMEs to engage in GPP/CPP. Training materials could provide 

specific links between procurers and the market. On top of that, training modules should include 

concrete and practical examples, tools and best practices specific to each country.  

• Another aspect that can hamper SMEs participation in PP is the request of expensive 

certification and labels, thus, the tender should provide alternatives (could be a set of questions 

or a third-party verification). 

 

Bulgaria 

In order to attract more SMEs to participate to GPP, the stakeholders identified the following actions, 

which can be implemented: 

• Tax relief for companies participating in GPP; 

• Conduction of more awareness rising campaigns among relevant stakeholders; 

• Introduction of the benefits from implementing GPP; 

• Development and dissemination of new training materials, developed in accordance with the 

real business needs and requirements.  

Italy 

• In Italy, public administration green procurement is regulated by technical specifications and 

clauses contained in the Minimum Environmental Criteria (MEC) mandatory since 2016. 

• The compulsory use of MEC in public tenders drastically reduces the number of companies that 

still do not participate in GPP. 

• Considering that the investments financed by the NRP must contribute to achieving the 

objectives of the Green Deal, the DNSH (“Do No Significant Harm”) criteria for evaluating market 

offers reinforce the criteria of sustainable development. 

• There is a risk for companies coming from a rigid application of MEC and DNSH criteria, which 

could have a disincentive effect to participate in the GPP. 

 

Spain 

SMEs are reluctant to participate in public tenders, even more if they must fulfil green criteria on 

different aspects. SMEs will really be interested in GPP if they see the benefits for them on the two 

aspects:  

• To open a new market through the collaboration with the public administration 

• To implement the necessary changes (in the production processes or in products design) for a 

greener industry 
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For that it is highly interested to show SMEs the benefits of GPP, such as economic revenues, better 

market position, innovation advantages, etc. New regulations that move industry towards a greener 

model.  

Training courses, such as GREENER, are considered essential resources to improve the knowledge on 

GPP and allow SMEs´ professionals to read and understand tenders with green criteria, know the green 

requirements that are requested, and draft an offer or at least where to look for external support and 

what to expect from them. 

Realising the potential of SMEs through procurement is essential to all cities across Europe. In the vast 

majority of cities, the greatest proportion of businesses are SMEs, with the greatest proportion of jobs 

being with SMEs. However, compared to their scale, SMEs are under-represented in the delivery of 

public procurement contracts. SMEs can bring a range of benefits for our local economies and 

procurement is a really important lever in realising their potential. 
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