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Rationale  

Standard forms of public procurement often favour larger scale suppliers rather than SMEs, due 
to volume and cost requirements. More creative policies, which take a wider view of the 
potential benefits of public expenditure, can be a means of promoting SME development and 
innovation. In the Udine school meals example, the local authorities recognised that local and 
organic sources could yield a multiple dividend. First, more nutritious school food helps reduce 
diet-related problems including obesity, heart disease and diabetes, and boosts educational 
attainment through improved student concentration and less sickness and absence. Second, 
more locally-oriented procurement of school meal ingredients stimulates and supports local 
markets for local agri-food producers. Last, a more localised food chain delivers economic 
benefits by reducing reliance upon food imports, environmental benefits from lowering food 
miles from farm to fork and cultural benefits accrue from the encouragement and sustenance of 
local food cultures. 

Description of the approach  

Creative use of public procurement expenditure can be a means of developing SMEs both 

through increasing the overall level of demand for their products and services, and through 

encouraging product innovation. In Udine, in common with many other public authorities in 

Italy, public procurement strategies are specifying local and organic foods for the school 

meals service. As a result, the localisation and enhanced sustainability of the agri-food supply 

chain is being supported. From the wider social perspective, food consumption habits are also 

being improved in the process. Udine is particularly noteworthy because it was one of the first 

Italian cities to supply organic school meals in all its schools. Local agri-food supply chains, 

including producers, distributors and purchasers, have benefited from expansion and 

upgrading of the level and nature of local demand. This has enhanced the sector’s product 

mix and development prospects. 

Relevance of the approach  

In many emerging economies, the size of the state sector is disproportionately large. This 
creates the potential to use public procurement for wider policy objectives. In addition, these 
countries have relatively high levels and proportions of agricultural employment and output. 
Relatively small scale and formerly collectivised production units, often in family or local 
community ownership, may provide latent production capacity and innovation potential if 
stimulated by appropriate public procurement strategies. Considering that many countries have 
mostly avoided the large scale “industrialisation” of the agricultural sector due to its size and 
position as transition and post-conflict societies, there are opportunities to establish a short cut 
straight to organics and localise the agri-food supply chain. Creative public procurement for 
school meals can then be an experimental policy intervention for more localised and sustainable 
agri-food chains and a means of modernising and diversifying SMEs and, potentially, supporting 
their international competitiveness. 

                                                      
1
Source: David Crichton (2007), in “Strengthening Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Economic 

Development at Local Level”. OECD LEED Trento Centre. 
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Reasons for success or failure 

The particular context of Italy is important to the success of the approach in Udine. Italy has an 
embedded food culture that attaches a high premium to seasonality and territoriality. In addition, 
the Italian school meal system is seen as an educational institution that promotes and protects 
distinctive food consumption habits and practices. Local public procurement policies in cities like 
Udine therefore operate in a supportive context and institutional framework that demands, 
encourages and rewards sustainable food production and consumption. 

The obstacles that were faced and the quality of the response taken  

In the context of the Single European Market, EU public procurement regulations operate the 
principle of “non-discrimination” to prevent biases towards domestic businesses. However, such 
directives have been interpreted creatively by public authorities in Udine and other Italian cities 
in contracts that specify product qualities that could only be met by local producers, for example 
fresh seasonal produce, regionally certified products and organic ingredients. Recent new EU 
directives have supported this approach by allowing economic, social and environmental 
considerations to be taken into account under the rubric of sustainable development. 

Considerations for adoption of this type of approach  

Exploring the potential of this approach for other contexts will require a thorough review of 
public procurement practices, focusing upon school meals in the first instance, and an 
assessment of the extent to which regional and local public authorities can pursue creative 
procurement strategies of the kind undertaken in Udine. Second, local agri-food supply chains 
need to be mapped in terms of their capacity and potential to respond to increased local public 
procurement, especially in organics. Pilot initiatives may then be explored to experiment with 
and assess the potential of the approach. Particularly strong agri-foods with quality identities 
and reputations may have export potential and, in the context of EU membership, may provide 
the basis for Protected Designation of Origin and Protected Geographical Indication 
accreditation applications which protect the provenance of high value added regional 
specialities from cheap imitations. 

Contact details and website for further information  

Contact:  Professor Kevin Morgan 
Web-site:  http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/cplan/contractsandpeople/stafflist/m-r/morgan-

kevin-Professor.html 
E-mail:  MorganKJ@Cardiff.ac.uk 
Address:  School of City and Regional Planning, Cardiff University, United Kingdom 
Telephone number:    +44 (0) 29 208 76090,   
Fax:                          +44 (0) 29 208 74845 
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