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A seed towards a sustainable food system in
healthcare institutions: the case of the Basque
Country

Goiuri Alberdi a, Edurne Magro b, Mari Jose Aranguren b and
Mirene Begiristain-Zubillaga a

ABSTRACT
Public procurement of food is seen as a critical tool for a paradigm shift and for facilitating the
development of specific policy objectives to build sustainable food environments. Furthermore, the
harnessing of the purchasing power of hospitals, prioritizing local and sustainable food, offers the
potential to transform food production systems into more resilient production models and bring them
in line with current European sustainability strategies. This paper analyses the current situation of
sustainable food procurement strategies in Osakidetza, the Basque Health System, and identifies the
challenges and action plans needed to develop a sustainable food strategy. Sustainable food
procurement is still incipient in Osakidetza. This roadmap proposal is a basic but necessary contribution
as a starting point. Likewise, we find contributions from agroecology that are interesting for the
construction of sustainable food environments in health systems.
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1. BACKGROUND

The current ecological and socio-economic crisis is directly linked to the existing agro-industrial
and globalized food systemmodel. Evidence shows that the current agro-industrial food systems
in place have increasingly generated severe environmental, social and health-related impacts
(Frison & Clément, 2020). Singh et al. (2021) and others (De Schutter, 2019; HLPE, 2017;
SAPEA Consortium, 2020) have recurrently described major interconnected challenges,
including climate change, natural resource depletion, biodiversity loss, malnutrition, food inse-
curity, inequity and preventable diseases, all of which are exacerbated by food policy incoher-
ence. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted both the essentiality of food as
well as the vulnerabilities of our food systems, which lack the resilience to face sudden crises
of different nature (IPES-Food, 2020).
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The urgent and necessary paradigm shift is also reflected in European policies and in the
global strategies that nations are encouraged to define (the Green Deal, the 2030 biodiversity
strategy, the ‘farm to fork’ strategy, the Sustainable Development Goals, etc.) (European Com-
mission, 2019b, 2020a, 2020b; United Nations, 2015; Willett et al., 2019). A shift towards a
sustainable food system is a growing subject of interest for policymakers and agencies such as
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) or IPES-Food, recognizing that the food system
has important leverage for a range of issues such as environmental, food and nutrition security,
trade, equity and health (De Schutter, 2019; FAO & World Health Organization (WHO),
2019).

For the purpose of the present study, the sustainable food system is defined as:

a system that integrally brings together the elements (environment, people, inputs, processes, infrastruc-

tures, institutions, etc.) and activities that relate to the production, processing, distribution, preparation

and consumption of food, and the outputs of these activities, including socio-economic and environ-

mental outcomes. (HLPE, 2014)

Additionally, ‘sustainable diets are protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, cul-
turally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and
healthy; while optimizing natural and human resources’ (Burlingame & Dernini, 2012).

Although this study focuses on the sustainable food systems approach, it is important to
highlight that in recent years agroecology has been accepted as having the unique ability to
reconcile the economic, environmental and social dimensions of sustainability. Many organiz-
ations such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (Mbow et al., 2019),
FAO (2015) or Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Ser-
vices (IPBES) et al. (2019) have placed agroecology as an effective food system transformation
process with the capacity to achieve climate change adaptation. Moreover, the European Com-
mittee of the Regions (ECR) has accepted an Opinion Paper that insists on promoting agroe-
cology in the EU, as a key paradigm for the transition towards sustainable food systems (ECR,
2021).

1.1. Public procurement as a tool for paradigm change
Public procurement can address societal challenges while enabling structural change. The scien-
tific evidence shows that procurement practices can facilitate the implementation of specific sus-
tainable development policy targets. First, the public sector is a very prominent economic actor
of this huge market, with socio-economic and environmental implications and outcomes (Son-
nino & McWilliam, 2011). In Europe, the share of gross domestic product (GDP) devoted
overall to public procurement is approximately 14%, representing a total expenditure of €1.8
trillion (European Commission, 2019a). Second, procurement strategies of the public sector
have the power to set environmental, economic and socio-cultural trends that can convince
others to follow suit (Sonnino & McWilliam, 2011).

The most agreed-upon definition of sustainable procurement is a process whereby organiz-
ations meet their needs for goods, services, works and utilities in a way that generates benefits
not only for the organization but also for society and the economy while minimizing damage to
the environment (Cerutti et al., 2016). Interestingly, Morgan (2008) explained that institutions
perceived the environmental side as less threatening and more easily implemented than the
social and economic dimensions, which open up questions of social justice and economic
democracy that constitute more of a challenge to the status quo (Morgan, 2008).

At a global level, the United Nations identified the sustainable procurement practices as a
key target to achieve Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 12: ‘Ensure sustainable production
and consumption patterns’, assuming that by purchasing environmentally and socially preferable
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goods and services, governments may significantly contribute towards the development of a sus-
tainable economy (United Nations, 2015).

Likewise, and focused on food, the European Commission’s Farm-to-Fork strategy explains
that:

to improve the availability and price of sustainable food and to promote healthy and sustainable diets in

institutional catering, the Commission will determine the best way of setting minimum mandatory cri-

teria for sustainable food procurement. This will help cities, regions and public authorities to play their

part by sourcing sustainable food for schools, hospitals and public institutions and it will also boost sus-

tainable farming systems, such as organic farming. (European Commission, 2020b)

Yet, those criteria that enable sustainable procurement are mere suggestions for the public
administrations, not mandatory. Price is still the major decision criteria in the tendering pro-
cesses of many products, including food. Official data suggest that 55% of EU procurement pro-
cedures use lowest price as the only award criterion for public contracts (European Commission,
2017). Consequently, the potential of the public procurement as a paradigm change tool that
impacts at an economic, social and environmental level is not maximized.

Despite the transformative potential of Public Procurement for Innovation, which implies
having policy instruments with the potential to engender systemic change, uptake remains
low. Obstacles to innovation through procurement include a lack of technical capacity in pro-
curement organizations, poor coordination, lack of appropriate cognitive, social and insti-
tutional intermediation between buyers and suppliers, inadequate incentive structures or lack
of organizational support among others (Eikelboom, 2018; Uyarra et al., 2014, 2020; van
Winden & Carvalho, 2019).

1.2. The role of hospitals in paradigm change through sustainable food
strategies
For European hospitals to promote the well-being of patients, staff and visitors while meeting
environmental standards and addressing socio-economic considerations, they need to offer
more fresh, seasonal, local and organic food products (Cioci et al., 2016). To implement
such an approach, a sustainable food procurement strategy (SFPS) is needed.

Pencheon (2018), reviewing the lessons learned by the National Health Service (NHS) and
the Public Health England Sustainable Development Unit since 2008, concludes that environ-
mental sustainability in healthcare, underpinned by medical workforce advocacy, has the poten-
tial to deliver immediate public health benefit on a global scale. He goes on to explain that
health professionals can be powerful advocates for health by communicating examples of cli-
mate-friendly policies and practices that protect and improve both public and planetary health.

Leveraging the procurement capacity of public institutions catering services such as hospitals
and care homes, with large budgets, prioritizing local and sustainable food, has the potential to
change the food production systems towards sustainable methods, not to mention public food
consumption habits (Knudson, 2013; Tregear et al., 2022). Focusing our efforts on sustainable
development, we can begin to balance the impacts of economic activity with its effect on society
and the environment.

While the healthcare system and the public health community have the potential to play lea-
dership roles in the creation of a healthy and sustainable food system, this is not a simple task,
and is not the role of one sector only (Harvie et al., 2009). An SFPS needs to include economic,
social and environmental dimensions. A multidisciplinary joint approach is needed to move
towards the development of a strategy, which describes a roadmap, that is, the design of a pro-
cess that will allow concrete actions to work towards sustainable food systems (Cioci et al.,
2016).

A seed towards a sustainable food system in healthcare institutions: the case of the Basque Country 275

REGIONAL STUDIES, REGIONAL SCIENCE



Alberdi and Begiristain (2021a) identified three main pillars for a roadmap towards SFPS in
healthcare systems. The first pillar is ‘Food services for healthy and sustainable diets’, where
every interaction with the food system presented within the healthcare services should be con-
sidered: mode of delivery of food, menu design, nutritional quality, food waste, utensils used,
cleaning, etc. The second pillar is to develop ‘a sustainable food supply system’, which considers
the quality of the food stock and the socio-economic interactions developed from it. And the
third pillar is based on a ‘multilevel governance in the organization’s food policy’ that takes
into account all the interactions, feedback loops and agents of the food systems to structure
the food procurement strategy from a multi-scale and holistic understanding of sustainable
food systems. Finally, six transversal parameters are identified by the authors, including evalu-
ation, communication, gender, long-term commitment, economic investment and holistic
approach. These should be considered when deciding on the actions for the three pillars within
the framework in order to develop and implement a SFPS (Alberdi & Begiristain-Zubillaga,
2021a).

In 2005, Health Care Without Harm launched the Healthy Food in Health Care Initiative
and introduced the Healthy Food in Health Care Pledge (Harvie et al., 2009). Since then, sev-
eral hospitals have introduced the sustainable criteria in their food strategy. However, this is not
a common practice, and despite the urgent need for a paradigm change towards sustainable food
systems, we are still far from achieving this.

This study contributes to the current literature by continuing an open line of research
towards a sustainable food system in European healthcare institutions (Alberdi & Begiris-
tain-Zubillaga, 2021a, 2021b). It does so by defining through a case study the challenges and
action plans that need to be considered in order to implement SFPS within the public healthcare
sector in the Basque Country. Ultimately, the aim is to achieve a sustainable food system with an
agroecological perspective through strategy innovation, which influences the environment but
also social and economic parameters such as the promotion of the social economy, territorial
development, and the establishment of fair prices for small local producers, among other aspects
(Begiristain-Zubillaga, 2016; Holt-Giménez & Altieri, 2013; López-García & González de
Molina, 2021; Moragues et al., 2013).

1.3. The Basque public healthcare system
The Basque Healthcare System, known as Osakidetza,1 is the public health service offered in
the Basque Autonomous Community. Osakidetza is a public entity of the Basque Government
with private rights, which means that it enjoys legal personality, its own heritage and manage-
ment autonomy. This public health service is made up of 13 integrated health organizations
(IHOs). IHOs are organizational structures in which primary care and hospital care are inte-
grated, serving a particular geographical area, aiming to manage efficiently the use of resources
(Figure 1). Osakidetza overall comprises a total of 13 acute hospitals, 153 health centres (which
includes day centres, psychiatric centres and outpatient centres) and 160 doctor’s offices or sur-
geries. Annual public health expenditure per inhabitant in Osakidetza is among the highest in
the world (33.7% of the total budget of the Basque Autonomous Government; equivalent to
€1931 per capita). Previous research has analysed the healthcare integration process
implemented in Osakidetza, trying to identify areas for improvement (Hernando Saratxaga
et al., 2021; Polanco et al., 2015). There is a healthcare network around the IHOs, with an
open line of communication between them to give the patient the best available treatment.
The evolution from fragmented healthcare structures to a vision of continuity of care through
IHOs can facilitate the promotion of multidisciplinary, coordinated and integrated care
between different services and levels of care, with a particular focus on fostering collaboration
and organizational integration between primary care and specialized care. But achieving the
integrity of care and the desired outcomes requires not only the implementation of new
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structures, but also the development of new technologies and tools and new clinical practices
based on collaboration (Polanco et al., 2015). In any case, although this research proposes to
act on a broad vision of what determines citizens’ health, the analysis of sustainable food systems
and environments in these processes of integration and a broader vision of health in Osakidetza
is still lacking. In fact, although the Basque Government’s Department of Health has activated
awareness-raising initiatives on healthy eating at a general level (i.e., the healthy plate, guide to
food information in retail and catering or the Strategy for the Prevention of Childhood Obes-
ity), these initiatives are not linked or articulated with the health system or raised from a sys-
temic vision of sustainability. In hospital practice and as far as food purchasing services are
concerned, each IHO works independently. Each IHO has a general services manager who
independently manages catering, cleaning and other services, such as uniforms for medical
and general staff.

Within the Basque Healthcare System, green and innovative procurement has been devel-
oped in many areas, but not particularly in the food procurement section. In the newly published
Basque Strategy for Public Procurement 2030, food is considered a priority category (IHOBE,
2021). In this strategy, the Basque Government has established that 75% of the total purchases
by Basque Administrations will be made with sustainable criteria within 10 years; yet, this is far
from being the reality within the food and catering departments of the public health system.

2. METHODOLOGY

An exploratory single case study approach addressed the under-investigated topic of sustainable
food procurement within the Basque Public Healthcare System. The ‘principle of triangulation’
(Ruiz-Olabuénaga, 2007) was followed, which involves the use of different information sources
in order to ascertain if the effects explored under the study converge from different perspectives.
In this case, the sources of information used were the scientific literature explaining the frame
used to engender the SFPS, preliminary interviews to establish the current situation in Osaki-
detza and two focus groups to ascertain the perception of stakeholders, including professionals
involved in the food system, in the healthcare system or both. This principle of triangulation
supports the validity of the research (Yin, 2009) (Figure 2).

SFPSs are practically non-existent within the Basque Healthcare System, so in line with
Stewart and Shamdasani (2014), at this stage we focus on a simple descriptive narrative for
the purpose of this study. The descriptive narrative portrays what the participating agents
have identified as challenges and actions, as a very first step towards investigating further

Figure 1. Location of the Basque Country in Europe, with the integrated health organizations (IHOs)
spread along the Basque Autonomous Community.
Source: irekia.euskadi.eus, Basque Government.
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scenarios. Henceforth, for ease of understanding, the content of the plenary sessions has been
reorganized in Table 2 for later discussion.

For this case study, the authors define a strategy as a document that gathers all the objectives
and actions to be followed in a set period with the aim of developing a sustainable food procure-
ment system within the healthcare institutions. Challenges are situations that can endanger the
strategy progress and actions are the active part of the strategy, the arrangements, undertakings,
or specific tasks necessary to ensure that the strategy is implemented accordingly.

This study also has an action research methodology perspective that embodies the process of
dialogue between researchers and the community (stakeholders), seeking to transform a situ-
ation and generate new knowledge that contributes to solving a problem (Guzmán et al.,
2013; Larrea, 2019). Aranguren and Larrea (2015) explain that if territorial strategy emerges
through collaboration of different actors, it is more likely to generate territorial actors’ commit-
ment as they have participated in the process of the strategy construction.

For the process of building the seed of SFPSs in the Basque Healthcare System, the authors
used the framework derived from the literature review (Alberdi & Begiristain-Zubillaga,
2021a), which included segments from food services, food supply, governance and transversal
parameters (evaluation, communication, gender, long-term commitment, economic investment
and holistic approach) (Figure 3).

2.1. Preliminary interviews
The authors carried out face-to-face and telephonic semi-structured interviews (during May–
June 2021) with directors of general services and kitchen managers at five different Osakidetza

Figure 2. Methodological process of the case study.

Figure 3. Main framework to instigate the process of sustainable food procurement strategy (SFPS)
development.
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hospitals. The objective was to gather first hand an idea of the current situation within their food
procurement processes. The main topics covered in the semi-structured interviews were orga-
nized into six themes: (1) the existence of a food purchasing strategy; (2) the existence of a
food waste strategy; (3) the inclusion of sustainability criteria in tendering processes; (4) the
level of communication with local producers; (5) the food ordering system at ward level; and
(6) the provision of training on sustainable food systems.

2.2. Focus groups
Two focus group sessions were carried out in June–July 2021, as an appropriate technique for
qualitative data collection between scientific research and participants’ knowledge (Cornwall
& Jewkes, 1995). Taking into account the responses of the pre-interviews along with the
SFPS framework (Alberdi & Begiristain-Zubillaga, 2021a), the participants were divided
into three groups, depending on their professional profiles: (1) healthy and sustainable diets
and food services; (2) sustainable food supply system; and (3) multilevel governance in organ-
ization’s food policy.

Since focus group discussions rely on the ability and capacity of participants to provide relevant
information, purposive sampling was the method for recruitment, selecting agents based on con-
ceptual grounds, not on representational grounds (Ruiz-Olabuénaga, 2007). In this case, the
research team aimed to gather agents that could guarantee the systemic view of the food system
as well as relevance due to their experience and advocacy capacity. Hence, invitations were directed
to hospital personnel (food managers, nurses and cooks), food producers (represented by the
agrarian unions and the ecological food council) and other actors such as technicians from the Bas-
que Government that were related with the Basque food system (Table 1). On repeated occasions,

Table 1. Participant profile, general characteristics.

Participant profile Institution Gender
Healthcare system personnel
Head of hospitality service Osakidetza, Basque Public Health System Female
Nurse Female
Auxiliary in nursing care Female
Dietitian Female
Hospital chef Male

Academia and technical profile from public
institutions
Researcher Universidad del País Vasco (UPV/EHU) Male
Project officer Elika Basque Foundation for Agro-Food Safety Male
Project officer HAZI Basque Foundation for Rural, Coastal and

Food Development
Female

Agents related with food production
Director Council of Agriculture and Ecological Food of the

Basque Country
Male

Communication manager Harakai Kooperatiba (livestock cooperative) Male
Technician EHNE Bizkaia (farmers’ union) Female
Director ENBA (farmers’ union) Male

Other
Public health technician San Sebastian–Donostia City Hall Female
Dietitian Freelance Female
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the research team invited high-level managerial profiles from the Basque Government and the
Basque Healthcare System to participate in the focus groups, but no reply was obtained.

The first focus group session concentrated on mapping out the challenges for developing a
SFPS in the Basque Healthcare System. At first, participants were encouraged to carry out an
individual reflection to identify the challenges in their group. Then each group discussed the
individually identified challenges based on two predefined criteria: their desirability/level of
importance and their urgency, before presenting and debating the contributions in a plenary ses-
sion. Through iterative discussion, consensus was reached on the challenges identified.

The second focus group session aimed to identify action plans that could help to unravel the
challenges listed in the previous session. First, participants were urged to ratify the results from
the previous focus group to revalidate, change or add new challenges where considered necess-
ary. Then, the session continued in the same three groups, guided by the following questions:
To address the identified challenges, what do we have to do? What action plan should be pro-
moted? Who are the agents of interest to be involved in these actions? The work from each
group was then presented and debated in a plenary session.

Both focus groups took place at the Faculty of Economics and Business of the University of
the Basque Country in San Sebastian. The content of both focus group sessions was recorded for
later transcription and analysis. The participants then validated the minutes of these meetings
and a consensus reached.

3. RESULTS

The results are presented according to the phases of the fieldwork.

3.1. Preliminary phase
The overall message collected from the semi-structured interviews is that all efforts in the food
procurement section are directed towards safely nourishing all patients and users of the health
institution, while the sustainable and systemic approach to the food system is hardly considered
at all.

The individual interview responses in the preliminary phase along with the publicly available
tendering documents enabled the authors to ascertain the main characteristics of the current
food strategy in the Basque Healthcare System. To start with, the level of sustainability present
in the food procurement system depends on the personal motivation of the director of general
services, rather than on established protocols. Therefore, it is no surprise that none of the hos-
pitals interviewed had a food procurement strategy in place. In most cases, the food supply
comes from a single supplier (a catering company), with a long chain of food suppliers,
where producers are a long way down in the food chain. In fact, none of the hospitals inter-
viewed were directly supplied by producers and had little or no contact with local producers,
and the tendering process design did not facilitate the sustainable procurement of food. Actu-
ally, most tenders offer unique lots, reducing the opportunity for many small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) and small food producers to participate. Moreover, the most economically
advantageous tendering (MEAT) criteria (part of EU Directive 2014/24/EU), which take into
consideration aspects other than the lowest price, such as qualitative, technical and sustainable
aspects, are not used. Hence, price is the only award criterion considered and the externalities of
the food procured are ignored. Training and lifelong learning on sustainable food systems is
non-existent, with high illiteracy on the holistic (systemic) vision of the food system or on
the impact of sustainable food production in comparison with the impact of conventional
agro-industry food. This lack of training is also linked with an absence of official lines of com-
munication between the IHOs, with the subsequent loss of a chance to trigger learning
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improvements through the exchange of good practices or experiences. In addition, no economic
investments are allocated to developing a SFPS.

All the above suggests that only the large catering or food industry companies can compete
in tenders. The dimensions of sustainability are practically non-existent in the food procure-
ment system; and without any strategy in place, there is a lack of foresight and no roadmap
towards a sustainable food transition in the Basque Public Healthcare System.

3.2. Focus groups: established challenges and the related actions
All the participants were keen to contribute to the focus groups, acknowledging the importance
of the subject and the focus groups as a step towards starting a discussion about sustainable food
procurement with the Basque Healthcare System management board.

In total, 14 challenges were identified with 30 related action plans (Table 2). These are
divided into four areas (transversal features; healthy and sustainable food services; sustainable
food supply system; and multilevel governance).

4. DISCUSSION

To our knowledge, this is the first time that a group of professionals such as these have met to
discuss SFPS within the Basque healthcare sector. Therefore, we consider the outputs from
these focus groups as the seed for the ‘Territorial strategy development for sustainable food sys-
tems in the healthcare services’ of the Basque Country (Aranguren & Larrea, 2015). This dis-
cussion scrutinizes the challenges and action plans identified within the four areas presented in
Table 2.

4.1. Transversals
Participants described two main areas for any successful strategy with a process approach core.
First, they see the establishment of an initial diagnosis as a key part of an evaluation and moni-
toring system. This initial overview helps ascertain where the health institution is at, and where
it should work towards. The evaluation and monitoring aspect is a fundamental part within the
framework presented by the co-authors of this study (Alberdi & Begiristain-Zubillaga, 2021a).

According to the study ‘the uptake of green public procurement in the EU27’, there is a posi-
tive direct relationship between the existence of a National Action Plan and the implementation
of public procurement with environmental objectives. National Action Plans are based on an
assessment of the existing situation and set out ambitious goals for the following three years,
as well as the measures to be taken to achieve them (Renda et al., 2012). This corroborates
the idea of the need for an initial diagnosis as a starting point for successful strategy
implementation.

Second, participants identified the need for training among different audiences, from users
to workers, as well as identifying the need to include sustainability subjects in university degrees.
This is a very hot topic, as future professionals need to be trained in sustainability (Blodgett &
Feld, 2021; Carlsson & Callaghan, 2022; Hege et al., 2021).

Training is a key factor for a successful SFPS, as knowledge and understanding of the cur-
rent food system situation brings also commitment towards sustainable means. Successful
examples in Europe exist, such as the Danish Organic Action Plan 2020, an initiative that tar-
gets organic food conversion projects through funding educational training for public kitchen
workers (Sorensen et al., 2016).

Preliminary interviews with some agents of the Basque Healthcare System highlighted the
lack of knowledge in food systems perspective, sustainability parameters, or the impact of cur-
rent agro-industrial food systems on health, environment and society. This could explain why
other transversal parameters identified in the literature, such as gender, communication,
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Table 2. Challenges and action plans to work towards sustainable food procurement strategies in the
Basque Healthcare System.

Challenge Action plan
Transversals
#1: Establish an initial diagnosis of each
integrated health organization (IHO)

1. Assess the current situation of the hospital food
chain and develop a global diagnosis of the
hospital’s food environment. Based on this,
establish improvement objectives:

a) Periodic evaluations to assess changes,
obtained benefits, etc.

b) Quantification of the general volume of
products, and the amount of those that are
local (even if it is very few)

c) Evaluate the uneaten menus, the leftovers
d) Establish a common diagnostic

methodology to be able to compare data
# 2: Awareness and training of healthcare
workers and users

2. Awareness campaigns in the IHOs based on the
diagnostic study of the situation of each IHO
(challenge # 13):

a) Aimed at different audiences (managers,
workers, users)

b) Essential to raise awareness among the
‘chiefs’, to encourage other professionals in
the health organization

c) Make decision-making power people aware
of the real situation of the Basque food
production system

d) Staff awareness, since they are the ones
who will carry out the food strategy.
Educational and informational campaigns.
Visualization of the problem

e) Periodical training on healthy and
sustainable eating. Adapted to the needs
and the real situation of each IHO

3. Include sustainability in subjects within the
University Health Degrees and related
professional training

4. Information and campaigns for the general
population. Offer dietary information. Involve the
dietetic staff

Healthy and sustainable food services
# 3: Promote healthier and more sustainable
menus

5. Review and update of menus, adjusting them to
the real needs of the patients (flexibility
considering patient’s profile, i.e., geriatric patient
that cannot chew well, do not pass directly from
basal to blended, perhaps work an intermediate
menu)

6. Dietitians should reconnect with the food-
producing sector to learn about topics such as
seasonal produce, methods of production and
their impacts, etc. and to pass this knowledge on
to menu design

(Continued )
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long-term commitment, economic investment or holistic approach, were not named directly.
This suggests that this topic is still at its initial stages within the Basque Healthcare System.

Table 2. Continued.

Challenge Action plan
# 4: Coordinate (control) waste 7. Optimize procurement quantity and storage

management
8. Greater control and coordination of the quantity

cooked (minimize waste)
9. Coordination with wards (control of admissions

and discharges) for an improved estimate of the
number of menus to be served. This requires a
more effective communication between
dietitians, nurses, assistants and doctors

10. Evaluation of waste in different settings,
considering the execution of actions explained
above to reduce food waste

Sustainable food supply system
# 5: Prioritize sustainable food 11. Establish sustainable product definition criteria.

Discuss and define what is sustainability,
sustainable products, local products, ecological
products, certified products (integrated
production, PGI, etc.), family farming, producer
groups, cooperatives, etc.

12. Promote and create producer associations
# 6: Sustainable food procurement strategy
(SFPS) as a driver for local agricultural
production

13. Adapt the tendering criteria towards sustainable
food system criteria

14. Generate meeting points, relationships and
knowledge exchange between food producers
and IHOs

# 7: Promote the installation of young people in
the primary sector

15. Children education, add value to the importance
of food producers and the primary sector in
general, as a source of health and sustainability.
Inculcate food, health, production methods, etc.
in the school curriculum

16. Evaluate the current primary sector installation
policy, the accompaniment, the facilitation, etc.
to design a more successful one

17. ‘Monitor’ young people interested in dedicating
themselves to the first sector

# 8: Access to land, with adequate conditions 18. Evaluate the current land access policy and
design a more successful one

19. Monitor non-productive agricultural land. Tax on
agricultural land that is not used to produce
food

# 9: Establish an initial diagnosis of the local
production level

20. Generate a database of local producers, by
categories. Whatever the capacity might be
from the productive sector, this should not limit
purchases from it

(Continued )
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As Uyarra et al. (2020) explained, public procurement innovation requires a concerted effort
to enable cultural change, to improve the technical skills and training of procurers, and to create
sufficient critical mass of trained professionals to institutionalize the practice. Therefore, it
could be assumed that these two challenges, #1 (Setting up an initial diagnosis) and #2 (Train-
ing) would be crucial for working towards a process for SFPS development in the Basque
Healthcare System.

4.2. Healthy and sustainable food services
Hospitals are identified as priority organizations caring for the nutritionally vulnerable, where
food is closely related to care, treatment and recovery from illness (Gray et al., 2017). A patient’s
diet should help towards their recovery, and promote sustainable and healthy food environments
(FAO & WHO, 2019). Transforming the food system so that it works for public health is one
of the most powerful and underutilized intervention points in this field (Reinhardt & Salvador,

Table 2. Continued.

Challenge Action plan
Multilevel governance
# 10: Create a multidisciplinary working group
for governance and leadership, with binding
capacity

21. Share values and be clear about definitions:
healthy food, sustainable food

22. Include the primary sector in the working group
23. Identify resources: people, time, capacities,

budget, etc. The group should set both short-
and long-term objectives and their
organizational structure

# 11: The institution is responsible for easy
access to healthy and sustainable food

24. Promote healthy and sustainable food in all
hospital settings: patients, equipment, cafeteria,
vending, etc.

# 12: Work the legal framework 25. Creation of lobbies to change the legal
framework (the ecological movement in Europe
is given as an example)

26. Observatory of regulatory experiences in other
regions, countries, etc. focused on sustainable,
healthy and safe food

27. Insertion of dietitians and nutritionists in
Osakidetza (Basque Healthcare System),
qualifying them to deal directly with the patients
in wards and to be part of the medical team, in
order to establish the correct dietary treatment

# 13: Value the organic and sustainable food 28. Prioritize organic food and local food in tenders.
Assess local food suppliers’ capacity. The two
realities of the needs of the organization and the
capacity of the providers should come together

# 14: Criteria for tenders with a sustainable
vision

29. Currently, economic criteria prevail over
sustainability. Life cycle analysis, i.e., the relation
between quality and cost, should be considered

30. Establish a requirement in tendering document
that divides the products into smaller lots, so
that different suppliers can be awarded.
Pressure the intermediaries/suppliers to adapt to
smaller lots
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2018). Hospitals have the potential to communicate their primary prevention messages through
the food they provide and thus become ‘a vehicle of improvement and a role model for food
habits in the local community’ (Department of Health, 2014).

However, as the last FAO publication on public food procurement for sustainable food sys-
tems explained, not all healthy diets are sustainable, and not all diets designed for sustainability
are healthy (FAO et al., 2021). Improving diets is not a simple process; in fact, the entire food
system must be considered (including all actors and institutions involved in the production, pro-
cessing, packaging, distribution, marketing, consumption and disposal of food products), differ-
entiating even between the purchase and the preparation of the food and the people involved in
each of these processes.

Tregear recently explained that for procurement activities with the most sustainability
impact and to reduce carbon emissions, the priorities for catering services are to adopt low car-
bon food waste disposal and to adjust menu compositions, in particular by reducing proportions
of ruminant meat relative to fresh fruit and vegetables (Tregear et al., 2022). It is the respon-
sibility of the hospital staff (i.e., dietitians) to design menus that are not only appetising, nutri-
tionally adequate but also sustainable.

The action plan defined in the present study, which suggests the reconnection of dietitians
with the food-producing sector, implies a training approach through communication for later
implementation in menu design. As explained by Pitts et al. (2018), a successful healthy food
programme requires staff training around recipe redevelopment and production, the display
and promotion of healthy dishes and the goals and practices of offering a healthy food pro-
gramme. This is corroborated by Tregear’s research on public food procurement, where two
areas of attention were pinpointed. First, the sustainable menu design, which gives the oppor-
tunity to the public catering services to address environmental and nutritional goals synergisti-
cally. Second, the valorization of the catering service staff as contributors to local economies
through the multiplier effect of their spending, and as instrumental roles in implementing
menu innovations and reducing plate waste, ultimately impacting positively on the environment
and nutrition. Therefore, by investing and raising the status of the profession, and providing
training, policymakers can boost impacts of public catering across three sustainability pillars
(environmental, economic and nutritional) (Tregear et al., 2022).

The hospital staff participating in the focus group also voiced strong opinions during the
sessions regarding the vast amount of food waste seen every day due to oversized portions, unap-
petising meals, inefficient ordering systems, etc. Much literature has explained that managing
food services can have a direct impact on food waste and on reducing costs (Ahmed et al.,
2015; Gomes et al., 2020; Sahal Alharbi et al., 2020; Sonnino & McWilliam, 2011) as
suggested by the action plans of Challenge #4. Standardized food waste assessment protocols
are necessary in order to obtain appropriate data collection and better control of the waste gen-
erated (Sonnino & McWilliam, 2011). However, the semi-structured interviews revealed that
none of the cases had a food waste prevention strategy in place.

4.3. Sustainable food supply system
One action plan identified by the group is that of establishing a definition of sustainable criteria.
Literature corroborates the importance of having a clear and shared understanding of sustain-
able food systems, since not having a shared definition and specific criteria undermines actions
(Carlsson et al., 2019). Without clear definitions, targets and roadmaps are not adequately sign-
posted and hence transition towards sustainable actions falters.

The challenges and actions suggest that a holistic and a systems approach view of the local
food system is needed to design and develop an effective SFPS. A systems approach introduces a
complex socioecological system perspective in the decision-making processes around food
(SAPEA Consortium, 2020) and food policy. For example, SFPSs cannot thrive without a
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strong local and sustainable food producing system. Indeed, public food procurement impacts
upon the different components of food systems and affects a wide range of actors, assets and
outcomes. At production level, two key activities that can be influenced by public procurement
are agricultural planning and development (FAO, 2021). It is no surprise, therefore, that the
participants have pinpointed the challenges that the Basque primary sector of agriculture and
prospective new farmers are facing. The disappearance of small farms is not a situation unique
to the Basque Country; in Europe one in four farms disappears yearly, and public policies are not
helping to abate this (De Schutter, 2019). This has a direct impact on territorialized and sus-
tainable food systems. In response, SFPSs ask for coordination between farmers and policy
makers. As IPES-Food highlighted, this is ‘bringing new actors around the table, shaping pol-
icies in more democratic ways’ (De Schutter, 2019).

The need for the school curriculum to promote recovery of sustainable food production and
highlight the vital importance of this profession (Galt et al., 2012) is identified as an action plan
(AP#15) in the present study.

The participants also identified an issue mentioned in the literature, which is the need to
adapt the food procured (the demand) to the capacity of the sustainable food produced (the
offer). This has been described as the main barrier for procuring local and sustainably produced
food by public institutions (FAO et al., 2021; Perline et al., 2015; Swensson, 2018). For this, the
tendering criteria (action plan # 13) need to be adapted to facilitate the inclusion of small-scale
farmers. Also, the product available should be constantly updated, for example, by mapping of
the local farmers and their produce.

In Europe, with the EU Directive 2014/24, sustainable public food procurement policies
have emerged with local sourcing is a key feature, including promotion of organic food (Tregear
et al., 2022). Uyarra and Flanagan (2010) explained that the public sector may be willing to pay a
premium cost or bear some losses to pursue certain policy sustainability goals and societal needs.

From an agroecological perspective, the action plans within this section would mean the
relocalization of the food system, that is, the re-establishment of a more direct connection
between those who grow the food and those who consume it (Gliessman, 2016). This could
imply the promotion of territorial diets with sustainable relocated socio-economic processes
(FAO & WHO, 2019).

4.4. Multilevel governance
All the above shows the importance of having a transdisciplinary working group to develop an
adequate SFPS with a systemic view, from production to consumption to waste: a group that
analyses the impacts and develops fair decision-making processes (European Commission –
DG Environment, 2016). The working group should have a clear and shared idea of their
aims within the institution, and hence, the importance of having clear definitions (AP#21) to
set long and short-term objectives (AP#23).

In Osakidetza each IHO manages its own food services, therefore the food procurement
capacity and articulation is very fragmented. This fragmentation has been shown to discourage
investment in innovation, hindering the transition towards sustainability. Suppliers, especially
SMEs, may be negatively affected by fragmentation due to a lack of consensus over priorities,
inconsistent definition of needs, or frequent changes in policy which increases uncertainty and
decreases the likelihood for innovation (Uyarra et al., 2014), and hence sustainability.

The importance of generating spaces for exchange of experiences as a tool between homolo-
gous agents, such as the different IHOs, was highlighted during the focus group sessions. Peer-
to-peer communication is considered an important formula to share and skill-up on how to do
things more efficiently (European Commission – DG Environment, 2016). In the preliminary
interviews, the lack of peer-to-peer communication was apparent between those agents related
with food processes from the different IHOs.
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Knowledge exchange with other professionals can be enriching and good opportunity for
promoting the path towards sustainable processes. In the Basque Country for instance, due
to the high-quality culinary tradition, attempts for collaboration was made between a well-
known chef who designed and developed ecologic menus with local produce for the local
IHO.2 However, the COVID-19 crises hindered this project that it would be pertinent to
resume as it could be the trigger the spark for transition towards sustainable food system devel-
opment. This type of innovative practice has already been carried out in other territories, as is
the case of the Valencian Community in the Spanish state, generating a multidisciplinary team
of specialists in endocrinology and gastroenterology together with researchers in technology and
food safety and nutritionist dietitians and culinary chefs. This multidisciplinary committee aims
to identify new technological and innovative solutions to improve food and diet in hospitals as
well as the associated logistics processes and the development of new measurement systems that
allow the evaluation and maintenance of exhaustive monitoring of the nutritional status of
patients (Generalitat Valenciana, 2020).

Challenge #14 brings back the need to adapt the tendering criteria to promote sustainable
and local food inclusion. Currently in the Basque Healthcare System price prevails as the
most valued awarding criteria, avoiding the application of the ‘most economically advantageous
tender’ (MEAT) criteria, which considers the life cycle of the product. The MEAT criteria
appear as a suggestion in many strategies, including the Basque one, but it is not mandatory,
which hinders its implementation. As Jenner (2013) stated, the voluntary approach is not work-
ing, and the government should set mandatory standards for hospital food without exception. In
some cases, the ‘procedure of tendering’ should be changed which, in many cases, is not acces-
sible to small producers (i.e., option for tendering smaller lots, complicated tendering processes,
etc.) (Bloomfield, 2015). Farmers and food producers have found it difficult, almost impossible,
to enter the public sector catering market, with strict and time-consuming tendering processes
and the caterers’ preference for dealing with large food service companies that offer lower costs
and deals (Morgan, 2008). Tendering specifications phrased in terms of outcomes or perform-
ance are considered to be better at allowing innovative solutions (Uyarra et al., 2014), as oppose
to keeping the focus on the cheapest procurement option that hinders innovative steps towards
sustainability, as only direct costs are considered and social and environmental costs omitted
(Morgan & Sonnino, 2007).

It can be very daunting for one healthcare institution to manage all these actions alone. Ide-
ally, the working group should include outside agents (i.e., primary sector related agents) to help
define the roadmap towards SFPS development and implementation. The generation of this
working group is a step that Osakidetza (Basque Healthcare System) should take at once. In
this regard, literature suggests that external third parties, such as non-governmental organiz-
ations (NGOs) or charities related with sustainable food system development, can be good allies
in the process of transition and in keeping up the motivation for change (Bloomfield, 2015;
Gray et al., 2017).

In agroecology the vertical and horizontal scaling-up approaches highlight the need for mul-
tilevel governance. Vertical scaling applies to the institutionalization of policies to support
agroecology, while horizontal scaling refers to geographic spread and numerical increase in
agroecological processes (Rosset & Altieri, 2018). This concept of vertical and horizontal multi-
level governance could be suitable for SFPS development.

5. CONCLUSIONS

This study has identified the challenges and action plans needed to start developing an SFPS in
the Basque Health System. Although all the challenges identified by the focus group members
had already been identified elsewhere in the literature, this roadmap proposal makes a basic but
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necessary contribution in view of the scarcity of other proposals. We, therefore, consider it to be
a good starting point.

The research team endeavoured to include agents that could bring a holistic/systemic view
for SFPS development. The broad level of challenges identified serves to demonstrate a systemic
picture of the entire food system. However, obtaining input from high-managerial profiles from
the Basque Government and the Basque Healthcare System Directives was difficult. For success-
ful strategies to be developed and to be sustainable, commitment from a higher level (directives
and policymakers) is described as essential in previous studies, since these managers have the
decision power to favour the transition process (Alberdi & Begiristain-Zubillaga, 2021a). We
hope that the newly published strategy for Green Procurement in the Basque Country 2030 pro-
motes the commitment of decision makers towards the development of SFPSs (IHOBE, 2021).

Future research should be centred on participatory action projects based on processes that
generate knowledge on how to instigate social innovation to implement a successful and endur-
ing SFPS in the Healthcare System. To this end, further work needs to be done on the proposal
presented in this study, with greater insight into the agroecological approach and development
of the resources that each plan requires to succeed.

There is still much to learn, indeed one of the key step observed in this study to start tran-
sition is the generalized lack of knowledge of sustainability parameters of the food system and
the importance of training to activate the innovation needed in the hospitals’ food system. How-
ever, we believe that an indirect impact of this study has been to induce some level of empow-
erment to those healthcare system workers that took part, gaining the strength and confidence
to promote the transition towards sustainability.
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