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Why this document? 

The circular economy concept may seem 

complicated, high-level, and difficult to implement in 

the humanitarian sector however, this guide aims to 

offer practical insights and a hands-on approach 

focusing on the initial phase of the circular economy 

approach - the tender and purchase of circular 

products (refer to Figure 1). 

 

Exploring the concept of circular products, this guide 

aims to bridge theory and practice, providing 

actionable steps for navigating the complexities of 

circular tendering products and purchasing in the 

humanitarian sector.  

Target audience 

This guide is designed to support procurement officers/managers in the field/regional offices/HQ in the tendering 

and purchasing of circular products. However, as this process involves several actors such as supply chain officers, 

requestors (e.g. programme/emergency/admin officers), and management staff, this guide may be beneficial also 

to other stakeholders involved and has been written to be accessible to all. 

Figure 2 Circular Economy model 

Figure 1 Circular Economy model and phases 



 

 

 

What is a circular product? 

 

Humanitarian organizations currently tend to purchase products that adhere to a traditional linear model, 

characterized by a "take-make-use-dispose" approach concerning use of resources (if the use of resources is 

considered at all), these are referred to as “linear products”. Linear products may not be recyclable or repairable, 

and are design for limited use resulting in the production of substantial amount of waste (e.g. single use products). 

In contrast, the Circular Economy (CE) model promotes the extended use of materials and products, minimizing 

waste and negative environmental impacts and the emphasizing the proper end-of-life management. This results 

in products that are not only more durable and cost-effective (due to the prolonged use and decreased need for 

replacements/re-purchasing of less durable products), but also environmentally friendly throughout their 

lifecycle, these products are referred to as “circular products”.  

How to shift from linear to circular products? 

Transitioning from linear to circular products necessitates a fundamental re-think of product specifications 

considering factors such as materials, durability, repairability, packaging, and end-of-life management – referred 

to as circular tendering and purchasing principles (Figure 3). 

In the context of humanitarian operations, characterized by unique and complex challenges, the journey towards 

adopting this shift can commence with seemingly simple yet impactful steps. For instance, initiatives such as 

increasing the use of recycled materials, focusing on the repairability, and minimizing packaging, may not lead to 

complete circularity for a product, but they signify important and significant strides towards adopting a circular 

model.  

Circular products are designed to minimize waste and maximize resource use throughout their entire life cycle. They 

are durable, reusable, repairable, and recyclable. This means they can be used for a long time, repaired when broken, 

and ultimately recycled into new products at the end of their lifespan. 

 

 

Figure 2 Linear vs Circular products 

https://logcluster.org/en/document/wrec-quick-guide-circular-economy-introductory-guide


 

 

 

Moreover, it's crucial to acknowledge that implementing circular practices in product tendering and purchasing 

doesn't necessarily require technical expertise. Instead, it should rather be informed by market analysis and 

availability of products already aligned with existing circular tendering and purchasing principles.  

Roles and responsibilities 

When considering the initiation of tendering and purchasing circular products, a fundamental question arises:  

Who should initiate and manage this process – Procurement and the supply chain team, requestors 

(programme/emergency/admin officers), or management?  

The answer isn't straightforward, as it hinges on factors such as the organization's structure, the organizational 

placement of the sustainability team (if present), and the departments' eagerness to integrate circular practices.  

Utilizing a RACI matrix (Responsible, Accountable, Consulted, and Informed) can aid in the segregation of roles 

and responsibility. Table 1 offers an example of how roles can be allocated within an organization. Please note 

that every organization is different and below is an illustration of one way in which stakeholders could be engaged 

throughout the process of circular product tendering and procurement.  

TASK/STEP 
Procurement 

Officer 
Requestor 

Management 

Staff 

Step 1: Take the first step towards circularity R C I 

Step 2: Engage stakeholders R C I 

Step 3: Conduct a market analysis R C I 

Step 4: Set Circular Tendering Goals and Criteria C R A 

Step 5: Evaluate progress, scale up, and share C R A 

R: Responsible (the one who performs the task), A: Accountable (the one who is ultimately answerable for the task), C: Consulted 
(those whose input is sought before the task is completed), I: Informed (those who are kept informed after the task is completed) 

Table 1 Example of a RACI matrix 

Circular tendering and purchasing principles 

The circular tendering and purchasing principles serve as a framework that aims to provide a guide on factors to 

consider during the tendering and purchasing phase to improve the circularity and environmental sustainability 

of a product. 

 



 

 

 

The WREC identified five circular tendering and purchasing areas that are important and relevant for the 

humanitarian context. Each area provides principles to be considered when developing product specifications1. 

 PACKAGING23 

• Reduce the use of virgin material (material that 

has never been used or processed) and prefer 

products made of recycled materials. 

• Make sure packaging is recyclable. 

• Consider alternative to plastic packaging (e.g. 

bamboo, paper). 

• Eliminate unnecessary packaging and single use 

plastic packaging. 

• Avoid laminated cardboard (unbleached 

cardboard is best). 

• Avoid dying/colouring in packaging (e.g. natural 

coloured cardboard vs. coloured cardboard). 

• Consider packaging tendering that eliminates or 

reduces use of plastic tapes/wraps. 

• Use recyclable protective cushioning (e.g. 

recycled corrugated paper vs. foam).  

• Buy in bulk to reduce the packaging coming into 

your business (e.g. products to be assembled in 

kits). 

• Consider reusable packaging (e.g. plastic pallets 

vs. wooden pallets). 

• Custom the size of the packaging to reduce 

material use and improve space efficiency in 

transit. 

 

COMPOSITION & RECYCLABILITY 

• Choose products that contain fewer virgin 

raw materials and a higher proportion of 

recovered or recycled materials. 

• Opt for products that can be recycled. 

• Chose products without hazardous 

substances (e.g. toxic chemicals, heavy 

metals, and certain solvents) that pose a 

threat to the environment, employees, and 

users. 

• Prefer products without dying/colouring 

which is often not needed and very polluting 

(e.g. green plastics vs. white/transparent 

plastics). 

• Considered re-usable products instead of 

single use products (e.g. rechargeable 

batteries, drinking bottles). 

  

DURABILITY & REPAIRABILITY 

• Invest in durability of products and opt for 

more resistant material with a longer 

lifespan. 

• Make sure the product is repairable and that 

spare parts are available locally in case the 

product gets damaged. 

 

  

SIZE 

• Prefer compact products if possible (e.g. normal 

solar lamps vs. foldable compact solar lamps). 

• Avoid empty spaces between boxes on pallets, 

allowing palletization on pallets of 0.8m x 1.2m 

without exceeding the size of the pallet. 

 

END-OF-LIFE 

• Include labels that offer information and 

guidance on the product's end-of-life 

options, providing instructions on recycling, 

repurposing, and repairing. 

 

Figure 3 Circular tendering and purchasing principles 

 
1 We need to radically rethink how we design (ellenmacarthurfoundation.org) 
2 Joint Initiative - Guidelines for packaging waste management in humanitarian operations  
3 Joint Initiative - Work on Packaging Sustainability Criteria 

https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/introduction-to-circular-design/we-need-to-radically-rethink-how-we-design
https://www.logcluster.org/en/document/joint-initiative-guidelines-packaging-waste-management-humanitarian-operations
https://logcluster.org/en/document/joint-initiative-work-packaging-sustainability-criteria


 

 

 

How to do it concretely 

Table 2 offers guidance and presents a five-step approach to facilitate a clear understanding and implementation 

of the transition from a linear to a circular product model. 

To incorporate circular product selection into your organization’s supply chain, you must begin the process from 

request to tendering and delivery.   

Steps to tender and purchase Circular Products 

Steps Description 

Step 1: Take the 

first step towards 

circularity 

o Upon the creation of a purchase requisition, the procurement officer should send the 

requestor the WREC Circular Products Purchasing Tool April. This tool act as a guide to 

quickly identify key areas that should be assessed when defining product 

specifications, encompassing the circular tendering and purchasing principles (Figure 

3 - e.g. elimination of single-use plastic, use of recycled materials, creation of products 

tendered for repairability, and reduction of waste across the product's lifecycle). 

Step 2: Engage 

stakeholders4 

o The procurement officer should work together with the requestor – Programme, 

Emergency, Admin colleagues to advocate for the adoption of circular products and 

collaborate on the initiative (discuss the feasibility of the initiatives and agree priorities, 

goals, criteria, and potential pilot programs).  

o The procurement officer/requestor should reach out to other local partners or ask 

the WREC team (global.WREC@wfp.org) to inquire about best practices and ask for 

support and guidance on similar existing initiatives in the country/region or to collect 

lessons learned, tips, existing green specifications. 

Step 3: Conduct a 

market analysis 

• The procurement officer should conduct a local market analysis to understand 

how mature the market is when it comes to availability of circular products. The WREC 

- Green Procurement Market Assessment Tool - Supplier Questionnaires is a useful list 

of questions to be shared with suppliers to understand their commitments and ability 

to provide circular products (e.g. availability of alternative to plastic products, use of 

recycled materials, reduce packaging).  

o Determine whether to collaborate with existing suppliers or explore new ones 

based on the market analysis findings. 

Step 4: Set 

tendering criteria 

and specifications  

o When setting objectives and criteria, all stakeholders should be mindful not to 

compromise the quality of the product and its applicability (e.g., washable 

menstrual pads are more circular and sustainable, but they are not applicable to all 

settings. In this case, it's advisable to evaluate disposable menstrual pads but with less 

or no plastic content, organic, and less environmental impact). 

 
4 Steps two and three can be simultaneously executed. 

https://www.logcluster.org/en/document/wrec-circular-products-purchasing-tool-april-2024
mailto:global.WREC@wfp.org
https://www.logcluster.org/en/document/wrec-green-procurement-market-assessment-tool-supplier-questionnaires
https://www.logcluster.org/en/document/wrec-green-procurement-market-assessment-tool-supplier-questionnaires


 

 

 

o Be cautious not to set standards beyond the local market's capacity to avoid a 

lack of supplier participation in the bids. It's essential to strike a balance between 

aspirational goals and practical feasibility to ensure successful engagement with 

suppliers in the local market. 

o Develop product specifications that incorporate Circular tendering and purchasing 

principles. 

o Prepare your technical tendering criteria  

Example: The organization wants to purchase blankets partially made from recycled 

materials. Technical tendering criteria: 

o Blankets must contain at least 50% recycled cotton; 

o Suppliers are required to provide information on the traceability of recycled 

materials used in the blankets, ensuring transparency in the supply chain; 

o Supplier are required to demonstrate Certificates of Origin of the raw materials used 

in the manufacturing of blankets; 

o Consideration will be given to the durability and longevity of blankets, with 

preference for those designed to have an extended lifespan; 

o Blankets must not be wrapped in single use plastics; 

o Cardboard packaging must be recyclable and not laminated. 

o Consult the REH Sustainable Procurement Criteria Database (for services) and the  

DRC Tendering Criteria (for packaging) 

Step 5: Evaluate 

progress, scale up 

and share 

• Continuously gather feedback from relevant stakeholders, especially from the direct 

consumers (staff or people of concern) and adapt if necessary. 

• Set up a monitoring and evaluation system to track progress to measure 

improvements:  

o Number of circular products purchased vs. standard products, 

o Amount of virgin material avoided. 

▪ Example: The organization wants to purchase 100 blankets: 

BLANKETS A: Made with 50% recycled cotton (total weight 4 kg - 2 kg virgin cotton, 2 

kg recycled cotton). 

BLANKETS B: Made of 100% virgin cotton (total weight 4 kg). 

By choosing BLANKETS A, the organization uses 200 kg of recycled cotton and 200 

kg of virgin cotton. 

If they had opted for BLANKETS B, it would have required 400 kg of virgin cotton. 

The difference in virgin cotton usage is calculated as follows: 

Virgin Cotton Avoided=Virgin Cotton in BLANKETS B−Virgin Cotton in BLANKETS A  

Virgin Cotton Avoided = 400 kg−200 kg = 200 kg Virgin Cotton Avoided = 

400kg−200kg = 200kg 

Therefore, by choosing BLANKETS A, the organization avoids the use of 200 kg of 

virgin cotton in the purchase of 100 blankets. 

o Amount of hazardous materials or colouring avoided (use an approach similar to 

the previous example), 

o Amount of waste avoided (based on estimation – example below- or using WREC 

Waste or Material Characterization Exercise Guidance). 

https://www.environnementhumanitaire.org/en/ressource/sustainable-procurement-implementation-support-tool-spist-of-the-sustainable-procurement-working-group-september-2023/
https://logcluster.org/en/document/green-procurement-tendering-criteria-packaging-presentation-drc
https://logcluster.org/en/document/wrec-waste-or-material-characterization-exercise-guidance
https://logcluster.org/en/document/wrec-waste-or-material-characterization-exercise-guidance


 

 

 

▪ Scenario: An organization typically distributes 1 million water purification tablets 

after a natural disaster. Traditionally, these tablets come in individual, non-

recyclable plastic blisters (2 grams each). 

Step 1: Calculate Plastic Used per Unit:  

Plastic per unit = based on estimation or weighting of the single-use plastic packaging  

Plastic per unit = 2 grams/blister 

▪ Step 2: Calculate Total Plastic Used 

Total plastic used = Plastic per unit x Number of units distributed 

Total plastic used = 2 grams/blister * 1.000.000 blisters = 2.000.000 grams = 2000 

kilograms=2 tonnes 

▪ Step 3: Estimate Plastic Reduction (based on packaging changes) 

The organization explores alternative packaging options like bulk containers with 

refillable pouches (minimal plastic). Since the alternative packaging has negligible 

weight, the avoided plastic is essentially the entire baseline plastic use. Result: By 

eliminating individual blister packs, the organization potentially avoided 2,000,000 

grams (or 2 tonnes) of plastic waste. 

• Share the results. This can create momentum to scale up circular initiatives. 

• Promote and support the adoption of circular product specifications across the 

organization and apply the same strategy for other products. 

• Celebrate win, learn from failures! Share your experiences and challenges with the 

Global Logistics Cluster’s community of partners (Global.WREC@wfp.org).  

Table 2 Steps to circular tendering and purchase 

WREC Help Desk 

The WREC project includes Environmental Specialists who are there to support humanitarian partners with access 

to information and guidance on how to tender and purchase circular products for a more environmentally 

sustainable humanitarian supply chain response.  Additional materials, tools, and events will be provided by WREC 

to offer participants with in-depth insights into the applications of circular economy and showcase further 

examples of its practical applications across different fields.  

 

Please get in touch if you have questions, comments, or concerns that you’d like support with or if you simply 

have a story to share. Reach out to: Global.WREC@wfp.org    

mailto:Global.WREC@wfp.org

