Abstract

The opportunities & challenges for green procurement in SA – the role of local government

Local Governments are the lynchpin of South Africa's numerous local economies. Unlike most other developing countries, South Africa has a strong local government system that is constitutionally guaranteed and dependent on a healthy mix of local taxes and national-local fiscal transfers. Local Government procurements processes, just like procurement processes at National and Provincial levels, can play an important role in changing the balance of economic power. The difference between Local Government procurement and procurement at higher levels is that Local Government procurement can directly impact on the dynamics and quality of the local economy. With the rising significance of the idea of "pro-poor LED" in policy circles, the role of Local Government procurement is starting to receive renewed attention as a viable instrument. To date, the focus of public policy has been on how to use government procurement to promote Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) and, to a lesser extent, job creation. 

At the Local Government level, the linkage between Local Government procurement and "pro-poor LED" (LED="local economic development) has meant that the focus here as been more on local job creation than BEE per se. This paper will argue that it is now time to enrich the debate by looking at the role that Local Government procurement can play in the process of building more sustainable local systems. It is suggested that the current attention being paid to "pro poor LED" should be widened and changed to become "sustainable LED" strategies. While a "pro-poor" approach is a healthy break from the neo-liberal "competing city" perspective, it does not go far enough because the end result could be an "unsustainable pro-poor LED" approach that in the end works to the disadvantage of the poor communities because the rich can often insulate themselves from the consequences of natural system degradation. The paper then provides a definition of "sustainable LED" and on this basis suggests ways of changing Local Government procurement criteria for the purpose of fostering and promoting a "sustainable LED" approach. In essence, a "sustainable LED" approach must go beyond a simplistic conception of "greening the city", and it must also go beyond a simplistic "pro-poor basic needs" approach. Two practical examples are provided, namely building materials and energy management (with special reference to an alternative to the current stalemate between ESKOM that wants to take electricity away from local authorities, and local authorities who want to retain control of electricity to cross-subsidize otherservices).
