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Despite the well-established scientifi c consensus,1 climate 
change remains a polarizing issue. We recognize that this short 
piece is unlikely to alter the views of climate change skeptics—

and we’re also sympathetic to the extent that the topic can be intimidat-
ing, depressing, and overwhelming. Nonetheless, the U.S. Global Change 
Research Program Science Assessment pulled no punches in explaining: 

[B]ased on extensive evidence, …it is extremely likely that human activities, especially 

emissions of greenhouse gases, are the dominant cause of the observed warming since the 

mid-20th century. For the warming over the last century, there is no convincing alterna-

tive explanation supported by the extent of the observational evidence…. There is broad 

consensus that the further [sic] and the faster the Earth system is pushed towards warming, 

the greater the risk of unanticipated changes and impacts, some of which are potentially 

large and irreversible.2

With this in mind, this article presumes that climate change is a gen-
uine phenomenon in an eff ort to, plant the seeds for change and spur 
discussion about how the acquisition workforce can step up to address 
climate change by ‘warming up’ to sustainable procurement practices. 

Addressing Climate Change Via Sustainable Procurement
[T]he military’s analysis of climate change [envisions] a future in which global warming 

wreaks havoc across the planet, producing multiple disasters simultaneously and jeopar-

dizing the survival of weak and resource-deprived states.... A world of multiple failed states, 

vast “ungoverned spaces,” ...recurring mass migrations[, ...and t]he collapse of economic 

and governmental institutions...would disrupt vital trading networks and help foster 

deadly pandemics. In the worst-case scenarios, the major powers will fi ght over water and 

other vital resources…. 3

With the federal government slow to lead 
in confronting climate change, it’s time for 
the acquisition workforce to ‘warm up’ to 
sustainable procurement p ractices. 

BY STEVEN L. SCHOONER AND MARKUS SPEIDEL

‘Warming Up’ to 
Sustainable Procu rement
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Easily lost in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic’s devastation 
and disruption is the recognition that 
our nation is woefully unprepared to 
confront, let alone cooperate with the 
global community to slow, climate 
change. Given our delayed response, 
future generations will inherit the 
consequences. 4 Once we acknowledge 
the coming debacle that scientifi c con-
sensus suggests climate change will 
present,5 it becomes clear that slowing 
climate change poses one of the most 
daunting challenges in human history. 
Sustainable procurement empowers 
procurement professionals to begin 
now to help alter our current course.

Like the pandemic and the asso-
ciated economic downturn, climate 
change poses a complex group action 
problem. Indeed, success depends 
upon global cooperation—to include 
a greater respect of the science and a 
collective global and societal embrace 
of sacrifi ce. (No, we can’t really “have 
it all.”) Given the need for action, we 
shouldn’t waste a good crisis.6 We have 
our work cut out for us.

Sadly, the research suggests that our 
individual actions—e.g., reducing our 
individual carbon footprints—matter 
little given the magnitude of behavioral 
change required. Sure, we can drive 
Prius’ and Teslas, fl y less, and eat less 
beef, but to ultimately succeed in slow-
ing (and potentially reducing) climate 
change, governments and powerful pri-
vate-sector organizations must engage 
in the fi ght: 

[T]he climate crisis demands political com-

mitment well beyond the easy engagement 

of rhetorical sympathies, comfortable par-

tisan tribalism, and ethical consumption…. 

Eating organic is nice, but if your goal is to 

Human experience and 
memory off er no good 

analogy for how we 
should think about the 
[warming] thresholds, 
but, as with world wars 

or recurrences of cancer, 
you don’t want to see 

one…. [T]he fact that we 
have brought [the zero 
earth or an unlivable 

planet] nightmare 
eventually into play 
at all is perhaps the 

overwhelming cultural 
and historical fact of 

the modern era…. 
—David Wallace-Wells, 
The Uninhabitable Earth

©
 2020, Tim

 D
uggan Books

save the climate, your vote is much more 

important. 7 

Unfortunately, one of the current 
COVID-19 pandemic’s most dispiriting 
lessons is that our society appears to 
lack the sense of community, will, and 
discipline to sacrifi ce for the common 
good. Collectively, we seem to have 
forgotten that “human rights wither 
without a language of duties.”8 Ob-
sessed with individual “rights” without 
regard for corresponding “responsibil-
ities,” a suffi  ciently signifi cant portion 
of the population has refused to obey 
stay-at-home orders, maintain physical 
distance, or wear masks in public,9 
making the United States a statistical 
oddity: A wealthy, developed state 
leads the world in COVID-19 infections 
and deaths even as other states have 
seemingly controlled their outbreaks 
and regained some sense of economic, 
social, and community normalcy.10 
None of that bodes well for confront-
ing climate change.

Government Action Required 
Therein lies the rub. Where govern-
ment leadership is necessary, the Unit-
ed States lacks an organized, coordi-
nated federal plan of action on climate 
change. The same administration that 
seeks to withdraw from the World 
Health Organization (WHO) amidst a 
pandemic also initiated withdrawal 
from the Paris Agreement on Climate 
Change. 11 That leadership vacuum is 
both foreboding and unsustainable. As 
Hope Jahren, an American geochemist 
and geobiologist at the University of 
Oslo, explains: “Every single scientist 
I know is freaked out by the steep in-
crease in carbon dioxide of the last 50 
years. But we are more freaked out by 
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FIGURE 1. Klare’s Map of Disappearing Arctic Ice and 
Opening of a “Whole New Ocean”

the fact that our governments are not 
as freaked out about it as we are.” 12

While rejection of climate change 
science dominates headlines, the 
apolitical professionals charged with 
securing our national defense off er 
a more rational and sober model. In 
All Hell Breaking Loose: The Pentagon’s 
Perspective on Climate Change, Michael 
T. Klare explains:

[W]hile discussion of climate change has in-

deed largely disappeared from the Pentagon’s 

public statements [under the current admin-

istration], its internal eff orts to address the 

eff ects of global warming have not stopped. 

Instead, …many senior offi  cers are convinced 

that climate change is real, is accelerating, 

and has direct and deleterious implications for 

American national security....13

Given the outsized role that defense 
procurement plays in our community, 
the Department of Defense (DOD)’s 
perception of climate change as a 
signifi cant national security threat, 
and, of course, its continued eff orts to 
prepare accordingly, off er some insight 
into the potential future impact of 
climate change. 

In All Hell Breaking Loose, Klare also 
identifi es a wide range of global warm-
ing–related risks—from water, food, or 
energy scarcity to massive drought-, 
fl ood-, or fi re-induced refugee migra-
tions14 to “a whole new ocean” opened 
by melting of the polar ice caps, creat-
ing a new theater of military opera-
tions.15 (Refer to FIGURE 1 at right.) 

Klare repurposes the term “lad-
der of escalation,” which historically 
“describe[d] the increasingly intense 
and destructive stages of combat one 
might expect in a direct confrontation 
[between superpowers, from] small-

scale clashes employing conventional 
weapons, …[ultimately leading to] 
strategic nuclear barrage and mutual 
annihilation.” In the climate change 
context, Klare’s ladder of escalation 
culminates in all hell breaking loose 
when “the armed forces are called 
upon to overcome multiple emergen-
cies [(e.g., humanitarian disaster relief, 
support for beleaguered foreign states, 
and disruptions to the global supply 
(and food) chains)] while their bases 

are out of commission [due to fl ooding 
or fi res or drought] and large numbers 
of their troops are engaged in domes-
tic relief operations, leaving them ill-
equipped to address any major threats 
at all.” DOD’s current challenge is 
preparing for that escalation. Provid-
ing sustainable procurement strategies 
to potentially avoid these worst-case 
scenarios will be ours.

In other words, while the United 
States and other major global players 

M
ichael T. Klare, All H

ell Breaking Loose: The Pentagon’s Perspective on C
lim

ate C
hange (M

etropolitan Books: 2019)
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FIGURE 2.  
The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)*

*Source: United Nations, 
Department of Economic and 
Soc ial Aff airs (2018), available 
at https://www.un.org/devel-
opment/desa/dspd/2030agen-
da-sdgs.html.

might fi ddle about as the world heats 
and, literally, burns, the risks of refus-
ing to engage with the global commu-
nity grows, and the window available 
to implement the steps necessary to 
slow climate change shrinks. By ne-
cessity, that must eventually change.16 
At that point, the acquisition work-
force will fi nd itself as the vanguard, 
implementing policies and purchasing 
solutions to combat climate change.

Our Piece of the Puzzle: 
Sustainable Procurement 
Procurement professionals will play 
a critical role in the coming eff ort 
to slow the pace of climate change. 
While it’s premature to predict what 
technological solutions will evolve or 
what we will buy or how, our critical, 
evolved role will lie in sustainable 
procurement, which, if eff ectively 
implemented, will dramatically alter 

markets and fundamentally change 
purchasing behaviors. First and fore-
most, procurement professionals will 
need to rethink how we defi ne our pro-
fession, assess our outcomes, and bring 
value to our government customers. 
Here, our sense is that NCMA—and Con-
tract Management’s readership—must 
lead, train, and advocate for our profes-
sion to rapidly progress up a diff erent 
learning curve. Perhaps a community 
of practice is the place to start?

Outside the United States, momen-
tum is slowly and laboriously building 
around sustainable procurement. The 
United Nations and the Paris-based 
Organization of Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) are lead-
ing the organizational and thematic 
discussion with an eye toward seeking 
“policy coherence” on these issues.17 
(Refer to FIGURE 2 above.)

While foreign states and the major 

multinational corporations already 
think in these terms, the U.S. federal 
government and its procurement 
system remain far behind the curve.18 
Sure, Federal Acquisition Regulation 
(FAR) Part 23 includes numerous sus-
tainable procurement requirements, 
Energy Star® information technology 
and appliances have become ubiq-
uitous, and creative government 
initiatives range from LEED buildings19 
and massive solar arrays on military 
installations20 to the U.S. Navy’s Great 
Green Fleet (literally fueled, at least in 
part, by a petroleum-beef fat mix and, 
of course, nuclear power).21 However, 
U.S. eff orts currently lack both “policy 
coherence” and “teeth.” 

For instance, experience suggests 
that the breadth and complexity of 
the Obama administration’s relevant 
executive orders (EOs)22 might have 
diluted their eff ects. (Ask yourself: how 
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often does guidance from those EOs 
factor into the acquisition planning 
process? When was the last time it 
directly altered the outcome of one 
of your procurements?) And that was 
before the Trump administration 
revoked and replaced them with an EO 
that subordinated energy and environ-
mental performance to “actions that 
reduce waste, cut costs, enhance the 
resilience of federal infrastructure and 
operations, and enable more eff ective 
accomplishment of [the government’s] 
mission….”23

All of which leaves us with unclear 
guidance, a lack of mandates, and an 
absence of urgency.24 Denial, and the 
corresponding dearth of policy and 
leadership, is, well, unsustainable in 
the face of steadily warming tempera-
tures, rising seas (and salination of 
coastal farmlands and aquifers), melt-
ing polar ice caps, crop failures, and 
increasingly severe storms, droughts, 
fl oods, and fi res.

Rejecting the Tyranny of 
Low Price
Successfully establishing a sustainable 
procurement regime will require dra-
matic change, including, among other 
things, overcoming the persistent 
tyranny of low price, understanding and 
adopting lifecycle costing, considering 
externalities in the value proposition, 
and, of course, specifying and iden-
tifying truly sustainable solutions. 

Since time immemorial, and in-
creasingly since the acquisition reform 
initiatives of the 1990s, our profession 
has struggled to escape the tyranny 
of “low price.” And yet, frustratingly, 
as individual consumers, we consis-
tently, refl exively pay price premiums 
for higher customer satisfaction and 

superior quality. With the exception 
of true commodities,25 consumers rou-
tinely pay more for goods and services 
that make life or work more effi  cient, 
last longer, fail less frequently, fi t more 
comfortably, look (or taste) better, 
require less maintenance, and cost less 
to operate. To that extent, each of us, as 
consumers, conceptually understands 
that low prices often lead to “false 
economies.” And, as consumers, we act 
and spend our money accordingly.

Our professional (and, alas, con-
gressional) obsession with purchase 
prices, particularly low purchase 
prices—i.e., those objective numbers 
easily captured in the System for 
Award Management (SAM),26 correlat-
ed to annual budgets, and compared 
to other purchases—runs afoul of 
basic economic theory. You don’t need 
an economics degree to know that a 
low price isn’t “worth it” if you don’t 
use what you buy, it doesn’t work, 
it doesn’t meet your needs, or you 
frequently need to repair or replace it. 
You also understand that paying a lot 
more for something might later prove 
to be a “bargain” if you recoup much 
of your expenditure through resale. 
(Think, for example, of a high-end au-
tomobile, aircraft, or watercraft, with a 
multidecade useful life.)27

Rethinking Value Through 
Lifecycle Cost 
All of this is why economists and 
shrewd businesspeople think in terms 
of lifecycle cost (or “total cost of 
ownership”) rather than focusing on 
purchase price. Commonly articulated 
elements of lifecycle cost include those 
identifi ed in FIGURE 3 on page 39.

Valuation of traditional lifecycle cost 
elements is relatively straightforward. 

For example, it’s relatively easy to “val-
ue” the fuel savings associated with 
purchasing a hybrid automobile. The 
price premium (or higher purchase 
price) for the hybrid engine is obvious, 
while any increased fuel effi  ciency 
reduces operating costs over the auto-
mobile’s useful life (or your ownership 
of the vehicle). Of course, any such 
savings vary depending upon the 
distance driven. (Additional incentives, 
such as federal and state tax credits or 
commuting time saved with express 
lane privileges, might further off set 
the price premium.) In other words, 
lifecycle analysis seems a lot like com-
mon sense, and it serves as a powerful 
tool to understanding what value a 
purchase returns or what a monetary 
outlay is actually “worth.”

Now for the hard part. To mean-
ingfully engage in sustainable pro-
curement, we need to affi  rmatively 
add “externalities” to the lifecycle cost 
analysis.28 Think of an externality as a 
(positive or negative) side eff ect or a 
consequence or, arguably, a known or 
even unanticipated cost or benefi t in 
a transaction. Identifying externalities 
and calculating their monetary “val-
ues” (or costs) is more complex. 

Externalities: Paying the 
“Real Price”
When a municipality invests in public 
transportation, such as adding an 
underground or elevated rail line, 
positive externalities include the 
benefi ts to other commuters that 
they don’t directly pay for, such as 
time saved in their daily commutes or 
cleaner air, which might, in turn, lead 
to lower healthcare costs (for individ-
uals, employers, or society). Upgraded 
urban transportation might also make 
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the city more attractive to younger 
workers or home buyers, drive up 
home prices, inject energy and talent 
into the region, spur economic activity 
(with new restaurants or entertain-
ment venues), and increase municipal 
and state tax revenues. Alas, assigning 
a dollar value to these benefi ts is chal-
lenging, and quantifying externalities—
often more art than science—remains 
in its infancy.

Although quantifying externalities 
might be diffi  cult,29 it’s not impossible. 
Economics departments and business 
schools have taught lifecycle cost (LCC), 
total cost of ownership (TCO), and even 
lifecycle accounting or assessment 
(both LCA) for decades, and these tools 
are beginning to gain traction in Euro-
pean Union (EU) procurement circles.30 
We too need to think—seriously and 
strategically—about more aggressively 
employing LCC to integrate sustainabili-
ty into our vernacular, policies, proce-
dures, and practices.

Lifecycle cost analysis and in-
creased focus on externalities can 
bring transparency to real—and often 
hidden—costs of unnaturally inexpen-
sive solutions that we too frequently 
take for granted. For example, “esti-
mates for the total global fossil fuel 
subsidies paid out each year run as 
high as $5 trillion,”31 and that doesn’t 
include the byproducts or costs associ-
ated with gasoline-generated engine 
exhaust such as pollution, reduced life 
expectancy, increased healthcare costs, 
infant mortality, etc.32 

Breaking the Cycle: 
The Work Ahead
Sustainability needs to become part of 
our professional community’s every-
day thinking, nomenclature, policy, 

practice, and self-assessment. Eventu-
ally, Congress will have no choice but 
to recognize the need for, value of, and 
imperative to invest in (i.e., pay price 
premiums for) more effi  cient and less 
harmful solutions. 

Because money always matters, 
we need to hone our ability to explain 
the long-term economic imperatives 
through LCC analysis, including envi-
ronmental externalities at all phases 
of procurement—i.e., generating 
requirements, drafting solicitations 
and evaluation factors, evaluation and 
negotiation, and, of course, post-award 
contract administration and quality 
control. Here, data-driven analysis 
of the potentially ravaging eff ects of 
climate change–driven disasters paints 
a compelling picture that makes the 
price premiums appear less daunt-
ing and more “worth it.” Consider 
that economists value the diff erence 
between 1.5 and 2 degrees of addi-
tional global warming at $20 trillion. 
Once warming reaches 3.7 degrees, 
compounding disasters might cost 
$551 trillion.33 In this light, the familiar, 
inexpensive fossil fuel solution isn’t 
really a “bargain.”

On a more positive note, acceler-
ating sustainable procurement will 
create and spur markets for innovative 
technologies. As governments increase 
demand—and demonstrate a willing-
ness to pay premium prices for—alter-
native solutions to fossil fuels, such as 
photovoltaic panels and wind turbines 
to capture, harness, and store solar 
and natural air fl ow energy, public 
resistance will wane with familiarity, 
private industry will respond with 
more effi  cient tools, and the prices for 
these technologies will plummet.34 As 
an example, we could start, as early 

as tomorrow, to kickstart economies 
mired in pandemic-infl icted slumps 
with sustainable procurement projects 
that off er great value for “COVID-19 
response packages.”35

Impediments: Not Just Money
None of this is easy. Decades of expe-
rience reminds us that the tyranny of 
low price is a pernicious and resilient 
impediment to meaningful procure-
ment reform. Unless and until we 
evaluate the success of our procurement 
system in terms of our ability to support 
the agency’s mission while ensuring 
a sustainable future, instead of merely 
comparing prices paid, we are doomed 
to underperform in the context of sus-
tainable procurement.

More broadly, including sustainabil-
ity-related externalities in acquisition 
planning and, potentially, once again 
including them as a mandatory evalua-
tion factor in negotiated procurements, 
is only the tip of the iceberg. (It’s easy 
to forget that, prior to the acquisition 
reforms of the 1990s, the FAR contained 
a mandatory evaluation factor related to 
“environmental objectives, such as pro-
moting waste reduction, source reduc-
tion, energy effi  ciency, and maximum 
practicable recovered material con-
tent….”36 which was quietly jettisoned 
during the “FAR Part 15 Rewrite.”)

Dramatic cultural change will also 
be necessary to inject sustainable pur-
chasing practices into the government’s 
tens of millions of micropurchases, a 
number which will only increase if the 
General Services Administration suc-
ceeds in further raising the micropur-
chase threshold to $25,000.37 Similarly, 
a growing body of empirical evidence 
suggests that our highest priority should 
be integrating sustainable procurement 
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$551 trillion.33 In this light, the familiar, 
inexpensive fossil fuel solution isn’t 
really a “bargain.”

On a more positive note, acceler-
ating sustainable procurement will 
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Impediments: Not Just Money
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rience reminds us that the tyranny of 
low price is a pernicious and resilient 
impediment to meaningful procure-
ment reform. Unless and until we 
evaluate the success of our procurement 
system in terms of our ability to support 
the agency’s mission while ensuring 
a sustainable future, instead of merely 
comparing prices paid, we are doomed 
to underperform in the context of sus-
tainable procurement.

More broadly, including sustainabil-
ity-related externalities in acquisition 
planning and, potentially, once again 
including them as a mandatory evalua-
tion factor in negotiated procurements, 
is only the tip of the iceberg. (It’s easy 
to forget that, prior to the acquisition 
reforms of the 1990s, the FAR contained 
a mandatory evaluation factor related to 
“environmental objectives, such as pro-
moting waste reduction, source reduc-
tion, energy effi  ciency, and maximum 
practicable recovered material con-
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into both multiple- and single-award 
indefi nite-delivery/indefi nite-quan-
tity contracting vehicles,38 because, 
well, that’s where the action is. And, of 
course, sustainability concerns will have 
to be addressed through carefully craft-
ed specifi cations (e.g., minimum stan-
dards) in sealed bidding procurements 
(which, admittedly, continue to shrink 
in signifi cance) and in post-award con-
tract management—specifi cally quality 
control (or ensuring contractors make 
good on their performance promises). 

In a world with limited resources 
and a typically overwhelmed acquisi-
tion workforce, we have our work cut 
out for us.39

Leading Change: 
The Moral Imperative
The Anthropocene is here,40 and the 
time for preserving life as we know it 
is past. Even if we instituted all of our 
now-defunct Paris Accord41 agreements 
tomorrow, we would still expect enough 
warming to collapse the planet’s ice 
sheets and fl ood Miami, Hong Kong, 
Jakarta, and innumerable other urban 
centers.42 But limiting the extent of 
devastation that climate change wreaks 

FIGURE 3.  Common Elements  of Lifecycle Cost
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is within our control, for now. As with 
COVID-19 (at a minimum, until a vaccine 
becomes widely available), we must fl at-
ten the curve: here meaning the curve 
of CO2 emissions.

Our future quality of life depends 
upon our global community fundamen-
tally changing the way we behave. As 
Jahren cautions, “It’s not time to give 
up—but it is time to get serious.”43

 To be 
part of the solution, we need to change 
the way we think about procurement, 
freeing ourselves from viewing price as 
the “coin of the realm,” and reassessing 
the “value” of the goods and services 
we buy in light of their eff ects on the 
environment. To do so, we need to 
understand, identify, and value environ-
mentally related externalities as part of 
a more sophisticated, critical analysis of 
lifecycle cost. Our goal here is to plant 
the seeds for growth and change. (Alas, 
we alone can neither make nor imple-
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Regardless of of our individual 
beliefs, we should all be able to agree 
that if the climate is changing,44

 then 
the stakes are high. The sooner we, as 
procurement professionals, contemplate 
our small yet critical role in attempting 
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to slow global warming, the better 
equipped we will be to eff ect positive 
change.45 Let’s get ahead of the curve, 
rethink the nature of our work and pur-
pose, embrace innovative and eff ective 
sustainable procurement strategies, and 
lead the change that’s needed. 

The status quo is untenable. The 
alternative is unthinkable. CM 
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