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SUSTAINABLE PROCUREMENT 1 DrivingclngActi

Why Sustainable

- /

Procurement?

Read All About It

limate change represents
“the biggest threat to security
that modern humans have
ever faced,” and adopting more
sustainable procurement practices
offers our professional community a
unique opportunity to be part of the
solution.
Even with historic legislation
such as the Inflation Reduction Act
(IRA) and Infrastructure Investment
and Jobs Act (IIRA),% it will take
time for the federal government
and its business partners to break
longstanding habits and fully
embrace sustainability as a critical
element of the all-hands-on-deck
efforts to mitigate climate change.
And, unfortunately, the longer it takes
for governments to recalibrate, the
more urgent and drastic the necessary
measures become.
When faced with daunting
challenges, “[i]f we want better

thinkers in the business world,

we have to build better readers.”
Reading informs our thinking, which
in turn leads to more meaningful
conversations. And that’s important.
In Katharine Hayhoe’s iconic TED
Talk,* she emphasizes that:

“One of the most important
actions people can take to address
global warming is to talk about it....
[Plositive conversations about the
climate can help people connect
over shared values including [among
others,] family [and] community.... In
turn, this can help people think more
deeply about how a changing climate
affects who and what they care about,
and support changes in beliefs and
attitudes about global warming.”

But thoughtful conversations
don’t happen without effort. Given
the stakes involved in attempting
to mitigate climate change, how
complicated the nuances of
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on Through Federal Procurement Practiges

sustainable procurement can be, and
the steep learning curve associated
with everything from concepts and
vocabulary® to the greenhouse gas
(GHG) protocol,® a little background
reading can’t hurt.

Fortunately, libraries and
bookstores increasingly stock an
ever-expanding range of nonfiction
(and fiction) options that introduce
readers to climate change. With an
eye towards informing productive
conversations across the federal
acquisition community about
sustainable procurement, this article
suggests some reading which, of
course, merely scratches the surface of
this diverse body of work.

Knowledge Is Power ... and
Critical to Change

Global warming increasingly dictates
that we change the way we approach
doing business. Rising tempera-
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COMPETENCIES

tures and sea levels, severe weather,
droughts, natural disasters (including
floods and fires), and population dis-
placements dominate the news and
impact the missions of most, if not all,
federal agencies and instrumentali-
ties.

Within the acquisition community,
two high-profile proposed Federal
Acquisition Regulation (FAR) rules,’
numerous underlying executive
orders and memoranda,® this
monthly column,® and a rapidly
expanding catalog of anecdotes, case
studies, and best practices signal
that sustainable procurement will
continue to become an increasingly
significant component of our profes-
sional lives.

Yet experience teaches us that,
both personally and professionally,
change is difficult, uncomfortable,
and doesn’t happen in a vacuum.
Given the enormity of the challenges
and learning curve we face, it’s naive
to think that anything published
by the FAR Council, even if widely
read, aggressively rolled out, and
accompanied by extensive training,
will promptly change the behavior
of our large and diverse acquisition
workforce. In short, federal policy
changes alone will not change
procurement practices.

Consistent with the mantra
“information is power,” we under-
stand that transparency — explaining
why we need to change our behavior
— is critical. Here, that’s particularly
vexing, “because members of the
public do not know what scientists
know, or think the way that scientists
think. [As a result, tjhey predictably
fail to take climate change as
seriously as perfectly rational
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risk-evaluators would.”

In addition to the books
highlighted here, depending upon
the focus of your agency or business,
the market in which you buy or sell,
or your interests, you may be drawn
instead to samplers," anthologies,?
or books focused on a wide range of
related topics, including defense and
national security,” the evolution of
solar power,* food and agriculture,”
waste and recycling,’ fashion,”
and even the economics of bicycle
infrastructure.®

As you become more familiar with
sustainable public procurement’s
role in mitigating climate change,
don’t be surprised if you find yourself
intrigued by the evolving economics
literature® that acknowledges that
climate change is a spectacular
example of what economists refer
to as “market failure™ and drives
the debates around rethinking
what value for money should mean
to government customers and the
federal source selection process.

Trust the Science

For one-stop shopping, the periodic
reports of the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) ?! rep-
resent the global gold standard of sci-
entific consensus on all things related
to climate change. Unfortunately, for
most procurement professionals (and
other mere mortals), these reports can
be impenetrable (because, well, it’s
science) and couched in unfamiliar
language. Fortunately, each report is
accompanied by a far more accessi-
ble Summary for Policymakers* that
enables easy navigation to the more
fulsome coverage, replete with cita-
tions to original sources.
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Closer to home, the congressio-
nally mandated National Climate
Assessment, currently in its fifth
iteration, represents a U.S.-based
interagency effort to support decision-
making related to climate change
impacts, risks, and responses.23
Intended to be user-friendly, or read
rather than shelved, the National
Climate Assessment also offers a
limited series podcast and audiobook
formats that introduce the report and
the authors’ perspectives.

For a less diagnostic and more
thematic introduction to how we got
here, consider Elizabeth Kolbert’s
Pulitzer Prize-winning book, The
Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural
History,* which offers a powerful
and compelling exposition of the
five prior periods during which life
(in its various forms) on our planet
became less common, and our current
predicament, increasingly described
as “the Anthropocene,”® in which
species continue to disappear at
staggering rates. Published nearly
a decade ago, many readers may
find The Sixth Extinction less current
than other books suggested here, but
they should not be surprised to find
references to it in newer books.

Michael
Mann’s Our
Fragile
Moment %
offers a more
current
packaging of
the basic
narrative.
Mann careful-
ly explains
that human life, as we know about, is
possible only within a relatively
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narrow envelope of climate variabili-
ty; and once temperatures exceed that
range, our prospects become limited.?”
Despite Mann’s well-deserved reputa-
tion in the community and the
importance of his voice,® Mann’s
narrative isn’t light reading, and
many procurement professionals may
find themselves derailed by the
author’s inclination to walk the reader
through the scientific process, rather
than merely focus on the research’s
conclusions and meaning. Fortunate-
ly, a wealth of similarly serious, but
far more accessible, offerings are
available.

The Heat Is the Problem
In late 2023,
plenty of buzz
accompanied
Jeff Goodell’s
The Heat Will
Kill You First,?
which one
reviewer aptly
described as
“a propulsive
book, one to
be raced through. [That makes sense,
because] the planet is burning, and we
are running out of time.... A hotter
world puts the most vulnerable at risk
— the old, the sick, the poor.”*

Goodell rejects sensitivities to
communicate the stakes associated
with temperature rising beyond “the
Goldilocks Zone,” or conditions that
are “just right” for humans and, more
specifically, worker and agricultural
productivity:

“Earth’s history is full of wild
temperature swings, ... [bjut for the
last three million years or so, while
humans evolved, the climate has
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been relatively stable. Stable enough
anyway, that our ancestors could
migrate, adapt, and thrive.

“But those days may be over....
Extreme heat is remaking our planet
into one in which large swaths may
become inhospitable to human life.”

Therein lies the problem: “The
harshest truth about life on a super-
heated planet is this: as temperatures
rise, a lot of living things will die, and
that may include people you know
and love.” Goodell does his best not
to resort to fatalism, but his approach,
a form of credible, informed scare
tactics, is intended to shake readers
(and governments and leaders) out of
the complacency that has shaped our
current trajectory.

An earlier, widely read effort to
shake readers out of their complacency
and shock the public into taking
seriously the threats associated with
climate change was David Wallace-
Wells’ The Uninhabitable Earth.** The
book-length version of Wallace-Wells’
terrifying 2017 viral article “frightened
the life out of everyone who read it.
[The book] is even more remorseless
in ... delineati[ng] what the not nearly
distant enough future probably
holds...”* Forewarned is forearmed.

Every single scientist | know is

freaked out by the steep increase in
carbon dioxide of the last fifty years.
But we are more freaked out by the

fact that our governments are not as

freaked out about it as we are.
— Hope Jahren: The Story of More

For a less jarring introduction,
consider Hope Jahren’s elegantly
crafted The Story of More.* Jahren’s
narrative artfully and seamlessly
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blends science, statistics, and history
into an informative package that many
may find less hopeless or paralyzing
than, say, Goodell or Wallace-Wells.
No, Jahren doesn’t sugarcoat the
challenges, but a good indicia of the
book’s popular reception is that a
subsequent version was adapted for
young adults.®

The Power of Stories

Contract Management magazine
readers may recall Netflix’s allegorical,
darkly comedic, 2021 end-of-the-year
blockbuster, Don’t Look Up.*® Record-
breaking viewership was great news for
the movie’s producers and proponents,
including many scientists, who hoped
the movie would raise awareness of,
stimulate action regarding, and inject
urgency into efforts to address the
climate crisis.*” And while it’s easy to
be dismissive of this type of big-screen
satire, or, frankly, fiction, it’s a mistake
to underestimate its efficacy or
potential impact.

Change management and
pedagogical experience remind us
that storytelling (and effective use
anecdote, example, and case study) has
greater impact than in-depth study of
text, memorization, or straightforward
direction.

Moreover, researchers assert that
reading fiction increases empathy,
which is incredibly important in
persuading federal acquisition
professionals, as well as their private
sector partners, to change behavior
or question the status quo for the
sake of others (whether abroad,
in Africa or India, or, here in the
United States, in a rapidly expanding
number of vulnerable communities)
or for the benefit of our children and
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grandchildren.®
Christine Seifert, in the article,
“The Case for Reading Fiction,” in the
Harvard Business Review, explained:
“[W]e may be assuming that
reading for knowledge is the best
reason to pick up a book. Research,
however, suggests that reading fiction
may provide far more important
benefits than nonfiction. For example,
reading fiction predicts increased
social acuity and a sharper ability
to comprehend other people’s
motivations. Reading nonfiction might
certainly be valuable for collecting
knowledge, [but] it does little to
develop EQ, a far more elusive goal.”
To that end, two dramatically
different, but deadly serious, science
fiction titles frequently appear on
climate change reading lists. The
Collapse of Western Civilization: A View
from the Future, written by science
historians, Naomi Oreskes and Erik M.
Conway, packs a powerful punch in
a hundred pocket-sized pages.*® With
clear and stark prose, the authors fast
forward less than a century to predict
a sadly dystopian, and far less pleasant,
yet altogether predictable, future if our
governments and markets continue to
delay taking more aggressive actions
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
A more recent alternative is Kim
Stanley Robinson’s celebrated novel,
The Ministry for the Future.* Robinson’s
work may be more character-driven
than Oreskes and Conway’s, but
it was eerily prescient in opening
with a devastating heat wave in
India.*” Indeed, “[a]t the [2021] United
Nations’ climate summit[,] Robinson
was treated as a quasi-celebrity.
He met with diplomats, ecologists
and business leaders, and made the
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case for implementing some of the
ambitious ideas in his fiction....”*
A word of
caution: the
scientific and
advocacy
camps
increasingly
divide climate
change
literature and
advocacy
along the
lines of “doom and hope,”* with
Katharine Hayhoe’s Saving Us*
topping most “hoper” reading lists.
Not surprisingly, the fiction shelf
gravitates towards the doom and
dystopia side of things. But if a little
science or speculative fiction whets
your appetite to learn more, then a
little action, color, and character
won’t hurt.

So Many Books, So Little Time
Confronted with a myriad of compet-
ing demands, priorities, policy initia-
tives, and compliance requirements,
buyers and sellers in the U.S. federal
procurement marketplace may be for-
given for being unfamiliar with, and
being slow to adopt, evolving best
practices and global trends in sustain-
able procurement.®

The absence of major changes to
the FAR or clear signals from leaders
that adapting to and mitigating
climate change is mission critical
reinforces the status quo. Most
procurement professionals simply
have not been told that stemming
climate change represents an
institutional imperative that requires
them to rethink the familiar emphasis
on low purchase prices, speed, and,

of course, compliance with statutory
and regulatory mandates. As a result,
sustainability rarely plays a dominant
role in acquisition planning.
Contractors, meanwhile, respond to
government requirements and focus
on evaluation factors and rubrics.
Business as usual continues apace.

But change is coming. For
example, the pending FAR cases will
accelerate the process of federal
buyers and sellers integrating
sustainability considerations into
procurement decision-making. And
expect more legislation, regulation,
and policy guidance to follow. For
now, however, significant opportu-
nities exist within current federal
regulations and policy to affect
change, and the burden to stimulate
innovation falls upon us, individually,
and collectively, as a community of
procurement professionals.

What better place to start than
with a good book? So, take the
plunge, grab a book, read it, think
about it, and share it with a colleague
or friend and NCMA’s Sustainable
Procurement Community of Practice.
We look forward to continuing the
conversation.

Steven L. Schooner is the Jeffrey & Martha
Kohn Senior Associate Dean for Academic
Affairs, and Nash & Cibinic Professor of
Government Procurement Law, at The
George Washington University Law School.
He previously served in the Office of Federal
Procurement Policy (OFPP). He is a member
of the NCMA Board of Advisors, a Certified
Professional Contract Manager™ (CPCM™),
and received the NCMA Charles A. Dana
Distinguished Service Award in 2012. He and
his father, Murray, were NCMA'’s first father-
and-son Fellows.
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