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The Province of Parma
A Diverse Territory

A territorial local authority in 
Northern Italy, encompassing 
44 municipalities that differ 
greatly in size — from Parma 
(201,464 inhabitants) to 
Valmozzola (536 inhabitants). 
Same institutional functions, 
very different administrative 
capacities.

Role of the SUA – Central 
Purchasing Body

Supports smaller 
municipalities that lack in-
house procurement 
expertise

Manages procurement 
procedures on their behalf

Covers works, goods, and 
services

Focused exclusively on the 
award phase
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Procurement as a Strategic 
Tool
Public procurement is no longer a purely operational function. It is 
increasingly deployed to achieve broader policy goals, integrating 
environmental and social objectives directly into contracts.

Primary Needs
Directly connected to the contract's object — e.g. construction of 
a building, supply of specific goods or services.

Externalities
Address wider public policy objectives — environmental 
sustainability, social inclusion, decent work, and circular 
economy.
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The Italian Approach: A Mandatory Model

Italy adopted a mandatory model for 
sustainable procurement. Requirements 
are legally binding and apply to most 
public contracts. The principal instrument 
is the MEC — Minimum Environmental 
Criteria (CAM – Criteri Ambientali 
Minimi), binding standards designed by the 
Italian Ministry of Environment.

MECs have sector-specific application: 
indoor furniture, street furniture, footwear, 
paper, toner cartridges, and more.

Mandatory Part
Design specifications & contract clauses

Optional Part
Award criteria, improvements & upgrades
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MECs and EU Principles

MECs operate in full synergy with the EU's DNSH – Do No 
Significant Harm principle, adopting a lifecycle approach 
that considers the entire existence of a product or service.

They are directly linked to the EU environmental taxonomy, 
covering 6 environmental objectives.

Practical Example: Food Procurement

Basic Criterion

Packaged products allowed (e.g. vending machine 
catering)

Award Criterion

Packaging compliant with circular economy principles

Further Award Criterion

Supply of unpackaged products preferred
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The Social Turn: NextGenerationEU
NextGenerationEU shifted the strategic focus from environmental to social 
sustainability, embedding new obligations directly into procurement rules.

Gender Equality
Mandatory certification; employment quotas of at least 30% for women and youth.

Staff Retention
Obligations to retain workers both quantitatively and qualitatively — same pay and 
role level.

Inclusion of Disadvantaged Workers
Explicit requirements for the inclusion of disadvantaged groups, including former 
prisoners.

https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma


Positive Outcomes: What Has Worked
Key Achievements

Greater Sustainability Awareness
Externalities have driven genuine 
environmental and social awareness 
across contracting authorities.

Rapid Institutional Adaptation
Public administrations adapted more 
quickly than expected to the new 
mandatory framework.

Growing Operator Compliance
Economic operators are increasingly 
compliant; MECs have improved 
iteratively over time.

Social clauses remain less mature and efficient than environmental MECs — further development is needed.
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Critical Issues and Practical 
Contradictions
Main Challenges of MECs

Higher Costs

Sustainability requirements 
increase procurement costs 
without guaranteed additional 
funding.

Technical Complexity

Significant training needs and 
limited product availability in 
some sectors.

A Real-World Dilemma: 
School Transport

MEC requirements raised costs 
significantly. Some tenders received 
no bids. The Italian National Anti-
Corruption Authority nonetheless 
confirmed the obligation to apply 
MECs to vehicle specifications — 
leaving contracting authorities 
caught between violating MEC 
rules or leaving students without 
transport.
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New Strategic Challenges
The global context has shifted rapidly. Public procurement must now respond to an expanded set of strategic 
imperatives beyond sustainability.

Product Security
Protecting data access from non-allied or formerly 
allied powers; digital sovereignty in public 
contracts.

European Industrial Resilience
Strengthening European industrial production and 
reducing strategic dependencies.

Energy Independence
Procurement as a lever for accelerating the energy 
transition and reducing fossil fuel reliance.

Research & Innovation
Using public demand to stimulate market 
innovation and support R&D-intensive sectors.
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Strategic Procurement: An Organisational 
Challenge

Strategic procurement is not only a legal issue: it is primarily an organisational challenge.

01

Clear Strategic Objectives
Objectives, indicators, and standards 
defined from the programming phase.

02

Multi-Level Governance
Align national, regional, and local 
objectives so every procedure has 
measurable impact.

03

Continuous Training
Maintain consistent technical 
competence and up-to-date market 
knowledge at all levels.

04

Early Market Dialogue
Engage suppliers from the planning and design phases to 
align capacity with requirements.

05

Targeted Funding
Dedicated resources to cover the additional costs of strategic 
externalities.
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