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The green supply chain - new threat or  
opportunity for Irish suppliers? 

Over the last couple of years business leaders are 
placing an increasing priority on improving their  
environmental credentials. There is very good  
reason for this - being green is good for business.  

aving initially implemented green initiatives 
to achieve compliance with environmental 
regulations, organisations are now acutely 
aware of increased benefits achieved from 
environmentally sustainable practices.  
Green initiatives have been proven to add 

significant value, improve brand image and in many cases, 
reduce costs. 
 BearingPoint’s 2010/11 survey of over 600 European 
businesses identified that two thirds of European com-
panies surveyed now consider integrating environmental 
sustainability into their business as a strategic priority.  
Business leaders are no longer solely looking internally at 
their environmental policies but extending their view to 
consider the environmental impact of their suppliers and 
distribution networks.  
 There is a lot for Irish business to consider. The land-
scape is changing and green credentials are becoming 
increasingly important in order to remain competitive and 
increase market share in both the public and private sec-
tors.  This impacts all aspects of an organisation’s value 
chain from its approach to purchasing, IT  
infrastructure through to its customer management.
 With 80% of the environmental impact of products 
being determined at the design stage, anticipating the 
environmental footprint of a new product or service is es-
sential for sustainable development. This not only relates 
to the product itself, but how it is packaged, delivered, 
used by the end consumer and ultimately disposed of 
or recycled. For the companies that have taken the path 
of eco-design, results have been promising. Eco-design 
has already been very successfully used as a differentia-
tor to gain market share against lower cost competitors.  
This requires close collaboration across all aspects of 
the business including production, marketing, logistics 
and distribution.  The study indicates that sectors that are 
most active in R&D and innovation lead the trend in eco-
design.   
 The environmental footprint often extends beyond the 
immediate control of the producer.  In many cases it is the 
business’s suppliers that contribute the highest percent-
age of the organisation’s carbon footprint.  There has been 
an increase in the number of companies implementing 
sustainable purchasing policies and assessing the green 
credentials of their suppliers as part of their purchasing 
decisions.    
 This has helped organisations consolidate their supplier 
base and reduce costs. Many of the companies surveyed 
indicated that they did not renew contracts with suppliers 
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who did not respect their green charter.  
 This practice has also lead to a gradual shift away from 
global sourcing.  The increased cost of transportation, 
salaries in what would have typically been considered 
lower cost economies, and high levels of inventory have 
led to a number of organisations returning to local or near 
shore sourcing.  As supply chains become increasingly 
more customer demand driven, it is essential for organisa-
tions to be able to rapidly respond to changing demand.  
Suppliers therefore need to respond quickly, which may 
not be possible for organisations with complex logistic 
networks. 
 It is not only private companies that are implementing 
sustainable procurement.  The EU has set guidelines and 
national targets for green public procurement covering 
a range of products and services from catering services 
through to construction projects; paper to IT infrastruc-
ture.  The associated guidelines require purchasers to 
consider all aspects of the lifecycle of the product as part 
of the selection criteria – from how it was produced to 
how it will be disposed.
 One way of assessing your supplier’s environmental 
credentials is through formal accreditation programmes 
which are becoming increasingly more important for busi-
nesses operating in Europe.  Manufacturers as far away as 
China and Indonesia have undergone the process for being 
awarded the EU Ecolabel (a logo awarded by the EU to 
products or services that meet the comprehensive list of 
environmental and performance standards).  In Ireland, 
outside of the tourism sector, there are only a small num-
ber of businesses that have been awarded the logo.  Irish 
development bodies, such as Enterprise Ireland, recognise 
the competitive advantages that can be linked to being 
green.  They have a range of supports available to help 
their clients achieve certifiable environmental standards.  
 Integrating environmental sustainability into their busi-
ness represents a win-win for Irish companies.  Although 
there are aspects of our supply chain we have no control 
over, the dependence on shipping or air freight for export-
ing product for example, businesses can focus their green 
efforts on other aspects of the operations.  As a brand, Ire-
land has a closer association with green fields than heavy 
industry.  This image is a powerful marketing tool for Irish 
products and services. 
 Ireland still has some way to go to achieve the levels 
of environmental awareness of some of other European 
economies.  Evidence has shown that green initiatives do 
deliver benefits for those companies committed to imple-
menting change.  By proactively managing and controlling

the environmental impact of their products businesses 
will also be able to more easily respond to changing 
regulatory and consumer demands. 
 It is widely acknowledged that our national recov-
ery will be largely driven by the success of our export 
industry and R&D.  Over the last number of years Irish 
business have focused on improving their competitive-
ness by becoming more lean and efficient. This study 
confirms that implementing sustainable environmental 
policies is and will continue to be equally important for 
competitiveness and the development of opening new 
markets and new opportunities. 
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