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Órgano oficial de expresión cientı́fica de la Sociedad Española de Farmacia Hospitalaria
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Editorial

[Translated article] Environmental sustainability in drug procuremen
strategy

The procurement of medications in the hospital setting is a funda-

mental activity with direct repercussions on patient safety, the effi-

ciency of healthcare systems, and the environmental impact of drug

use and supply. It is estimated that medicines could account for be-

tween 20% and 25% of the healthcare sector's carbon footprint. Two

product groups have a particularly significantweight—anesthetic gasses

and inhalers—which account for around 2% and 3% of this footprint,

respectively.1,2 Furthermore, the healthcare sector as a whole is esti-

mated to be responsible for 4.4% of global greenhouse gas emissions, a

figure that reaches 4.5% in Spain.3 The carbon footprint is not the only

environmental impact generated by medicines. Drug residues, espe-

cially those that find their way into water, can also have harmful effects

on human health and the environment.4

Climate change presents us with an urgent need to adopt measures

that promote sustainability in hospital purchasing and,more broadly, by

all stakeholders in the healthcare system. In this sense, the concept of

sustainable purchasing, also known as Environmentally Preferable

Purchasing (EPP), is particularly important. Sustainable purchasing en-

compasses economic, social, and environmental criteria and is under-

stood as a form of procurement in which organizations seek to meet

their needs for goods and services while minimizing adverse impacts

on health and the ecosystem and obtaining the best value for money

from a life-cycle perspective.5 This life-cycle approach takes into ac-

count the environmental costs and impacts of not only themanufacture

and use of a product, but also its transportation, distribution, and final

disposal.

In the hospital environment, where it is often not possible to substi-

tute certain products or medicines for others with a lower carbon foot-

print, the adoption of sustainable purchasing practices becomes even

more important tominimize the environmental impact and the risks as-

sociatedwith pharmaceutical waste. Although thismay seem like a new

debate or one driven by initiatives such as the EuropeanGreenDeal6—in

which the European Commission presented the plan to reduce emis-

sions by 55% by 2030, as a first step toward carbon neutrality set for

2050—the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development

(OECD) had already pointed out in 2004 the benefit of promoting sus-

tainable public procurement.7 In this context, Green Public Procurement

is a tool to promote the emergence of increasingly sustainable products

and services through purchasing decisions. The first step is usually to re-

duce product consumption, followed bymaximizing reuse systems and

promoting efficiency in resource management.

After reducing consumption and maximizing reuse systems, institu-

tions can choose to purchase products and services that integrate envi-

ronmental factors (positive environmental and health impacts), social

factors (fair labor, human rights, local employment), and economic fac-

tors (longer useful life, total cost, waste management costs, quality,

innovation).8 The sustainable procurement process evaluates what

products are made of, where they come from, who made them, who is

affected by their production, how their waste will be managed, and

evenwhether it is necessary tomanufacture or use a product. This strat-

egy should consider not only the procurement of goods but also logistics

and distribution, prescription and consumption, and thefinal disposal of

products and their potential impact on water or air.
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Given the complexity of this process, the sustainable procurement

strategy has to be aligned with each institution's own medicine selec-

tion and financing policies, as well as with a prescribing approach that

incorporates the environmental variable in decision-making. The grow-

ing importance of sustainable public procurement is not only limited to

a theoretical debate but also falls within the framework of Goal 12 of the

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, which promotes re-

sponsible consumption and production.5 This goal aims, among other

actions, to reduce the use of natural and toxic resources, optimize

waste, and reduce pollutants throughout the life cycle of a product or

service. The 2030 Agenda encourages governments and organizations

to use their purchasing power to drive market changes that improve

sustainability.

The Pharmaceutical Strategy for Europe, approved in 2020, proposes

the development of drugs that are effective, safe, competitive, and also

more environmentally respectful, given the evidence on the impact of

drugs on climate change and wildlife.9 Although efforts to reduce envi-

ronmental impact have so far been directed at the pharmaceutical in-

dustry, hospital pharmacists, and other healthcare professionals and

managers, are seen as key to mobilizing the market through the pur-

chasing strategy.10

From a healthcaremanagement perspective, the introduction of sus-

tainability criteria in the procurement of medication is a fundamental

pillar of comprehensive strategies to reduce the environmental foot-

print of hospitals.5,11 For these efforts to be effective, the participation

of multidisciplinary committees is essential, in which hospital pharma-

cists, with their expertise in medication procurement and rational use,

collaborate with other healthcare professionals and specialists in the

procurement processes involved.12 In addition, it is important to have

a legislative framework that facilitates the integration of social and en-

vironmental considerations into procurement processes. In the case of

Spain, the criterion of the most economically advantageous tender

(MEAT), which allows for the consideration of criteria that reflect qual-

itative, technical, and sustainable aspects of the tender in addition to

price, is included in Law 9/2017 of November 8 on Public Contracts,
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which transposes into Spanish lawDirectives 2014/23/EU and 2014/24/

EU of the European Parliament and Council of February 26, 2014.
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Spain, together with other European countries, is working to incor-

porate sustainability criteria in the purchase of medicines. However,

the decentralization of purchasing processes and the diversity of regula-

tions and priorities between countries or organizations can make it dif-

ficult to adopt the same sustainability criteria across the board.

Environmental criteria are starting to be used, but their impact has not

yet been demonstrated. Experience shows that consultation or dialog

with suppliers prior to the introduction of environmental criteria en-

ables them to comply with the criteria without negatively affecting

prices or the number of competitors submitting bids.13 Currently, the

Consorci de Salut i Social de Catalunya (Catalonia Health and Social

Care Consortium) already includes at least 1 environmental sustainabil-

ity criterion in all of its medication procurement contracts. Although

this falls short of countries like Norway, where regulations require

that at least 30% of the weighting of award criteria must be

environmental14, the various European initiatives demonstrate the

healthcare system's commitment to minimizing environmental impact.

It is worth noting the need to align sustainability criteria across dif-

ferent purchasers, which is essential to increase impact and incentivize

drug manufacturers to move in this direction.5 Progress should also be

made toward a certification model that facilitates and streamlines the

evaluation process for these criteria and, ultimately, toward assessing

the impact of their incorporation on the carbon footprint and the envi-

ronmental impact of the healthcare system.

Projects such as Proyecto 2023 + SOStenible have contributed to in-

tegrating the environmental perspective, the circular economy, and so-

cial responsibility into hospital pharmaceutical management to reduce

the environmental footprint without compromising the quality of

care.15 This goal requires the development of policies that encourage re-

sponsible prescribing, dose optimization, and the use of products with a

lower impact, such as more environmentally friendly inhalers or anes-

thesia systems that reduce the release of gasses into the atmosphere.

Sustainable purchasing is yet another tool aimed at influencing the

pharmaceutical value chain with an environmental responsibility

component.11
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