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Environmental Sustainability in Humanitarian Supply
Chain
This document is an additional resource (not required) to Section 12.13. Supply Chain
Requirements listed in BHA Emergency Application Guidelines (required). It
recommends concrete measures that humanitarian organizations can take to make their
logistics and supply infrastructure and practices more environmentally sustainable. No
reporting in this document is required. The ability to report will help your organization
become more sustainable because it provides metrics to measure your increases in
sustainability. If you choose to report your sustainability metrics to BHA, you can decide
the format and methods. Resources are provided at the end of this document to support
your organization aligning with existing international standards and best practices.

Contents
● List of suggested concrete measures to help make your supply/logistics

infrastructure and practices more environmentally sustainable.  This depends on
organizational capacity and operating context;

● Checklist/self-assessment tool to map an action plan if you are not ready to make
concrete changes; and

● Additional Resources.

In the list of suggested concrete measures, some overall considerations are

● Reducing single-use plastics;
● Circular economy and waste management: How components of the products can

be composed of recycled content and planning for end-of-life retrieval for recycling,
reusing, or proper disposal;

● Reassessing and optimizing resource consumption to reduce energy usage and
resulting emissions; and

● Carbon footprint: BHA encourage organizations to reduce the carbon footprint of
your operations .1

1 This requires carrying out a carbon assessment: identifying the activities which are the most
carbon emitting (usually transport, procurement) and setting reduction targets. For example,
ICRC targets reducing its greenhouse gas emissions by at least 50% by 2030 compared to
2018 levels.  This includes direct/indirect emission. Per commitments made in the Paris
Agreement.
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Important Note
In undertaking any sustainability measure, it is essential to

● Maintain ethical and responsible supply practices,
● Consider the potential impact of the new measures you are undertaking, and
● Ensure you are making informed decisions.

For example, during the process of breaking down fibers to recycle/repurpose them, are
ethical labor practices being maintained?

Implementation Timeline
● Have an implementation timeline for planned sustainability measures,
● Consider a target start date of maximum 12 months after beginning to develop

your measures. The Climate and Environment Charter asks organizations to
develop internal commitments within 12 months of signing the charter; and

● Consider a target completion date of 12-24 months after starting, depending on
the target measure’s complexity.

List of Suggested Concrete Measures
Listed below are areas of humanitarian logistics/supply and suggested environmental
sustainability measures/outputs you could achieve in each area.

1. Production of humanitarian relief commodities
a. Discuss with your framework/blanket purchase agreement contractors and

identify specific physical components of each of your common
humanitarian relief commodities that can be adjusted to be partially
composed of recycled content and/or of biodegradable/eco-friendly
content–e.g., 5-40% recycled content for blankets and plastic sheeting,
printed with eco-friendly ink, designed without need for color (if not
possible, use of natural colors only), and other more sustainable
alternatives.

b. Continue timely supply planning to minimize the risk of using costly and
environmentally damaging transport options.

c. Determine and be able to report on the proportion of your
sourcing/manufacturing that is done locally (in countries of operation) or
regionally (of the countries of operation), or globally in order to increase
responsible sourcing and potentially reduce the need for transport and
related emissions and resource usage.

d. Conduct production life-cycle assessment before/after changes. For
example, you may reduce emissions in transport, but your production
methods might be using wasteful energy, so the perceived reduction of
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environmental impact might not be quantitatively accurate.
e. Be able to report the percentage increase of weight and volume of

environmentally sustainable products you use over time.
2. Packaging of humanitarian relief commodities

a. Identify specific packaging components of your humanitarian relief
commodities that can be eliminated and changed to biodegradable or
reusable alternatives.

b. Eliminate single-use plastics, laminated cardboard, bleached cartons, and
other use of color dyes (when not possible, use natural colors/inks).

i. Design packaging according to item size and load-plan to maximize
pallets 0.8 x 1.2 m without exceeding edges to avoid empty space
inside packages and between boxes on pallets.

c. Reduce whenever possible:
i. Virgin plastic in packaging (minimum 50% recycled content);
ii. Layers of sub-packaging;
iii. Reduced packaging requires less space to store and less fuel to

transport.
d. Increase whenever possible:

i. Recycled content of cardboard (minimum 50% recycled content).
e. Use sustainable alternatives:

i. Paper packaging tape, paper bubble wrap, paper void fill,
cardboard layer pads, solid board edge protection, unbleached
brown cartons, biodegradable shrink wrap (consider risks),
reusable plastic sheeting (recycled content) for wrapping/bundling;

ii. When sub-packaging is necessary, prioritize 100% degradable
materials such as paper, cardboard or starch-based plastics;

iii. Plan for recovering packing materials, recycling locally or even
returning them to the vendor for reuse. Suppliers and buyers should
seek to recover/recycle or effectively dispose of packaging. (See
end-of-life/waste management measures);

iv. Be able to report the percentage reduction of weight and volume of
single-use packaging over time.

3. End-of-Life/Waste Management/Circular Economy
a. Have a plan to incorporate circular economy and/or end-of-life

management of your humanitarian relief commodities and operational
equipment. This can include recycling or reusing/upcycling of waste
generated by humanitarian relief commodities your organization handles.

i. Identify, list, and/or engage specific equipment, personnel, relevant
national regulations and/or entities, and commercial/private sector
service providers.

ii. Develop a strategy for managing e-waste (old computers,
communications equipment, solar arrays, batteries) according to
local regulations.

iii. Substitute hazardous chemicals, reduce chemical consumption,
reduce and safely handle hazardous waste.
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iv. Develop a strategy of pooled resources with other humanitarian
organizations that can benefit from a centralized waste collection,
recycling, or reverse logistics services at the same operational
location.

b. Be able to report the amount and percentage increase of recycled content
for each product.

4. Fleet (vehicles, generators)
a. Maintain fleet management guidelines and Standard Operating

Procedures (SOPs) to maximize vehicle/generator performance and
efficiencies.

i. Select fuel-efficient vehicles and ensure right-sizing of the fleet.
ii. Maintain firm service/maintenance schedules, eco-driving

guidelines/driver training, trip planning, firm operating guidelines for
generators (standard working hours with off-hours when security
permits).

iii. Monitor vehicle utilization (payload, empty running), fuel
consumption.

iv. Dispose vehicle waste responsibly (tire casings, batteries, motor
oil).

v. Reduce carbon footprint (see note on Page 1) and be able to report
the percent reduction over time. Clean Fleet Toolkit.

vi. Reduce emissions (CO, VOC, NOx, SOx, PM 10, CO2).
vii. Switch to cleaner fuels, hybrid electric vehicles, battery electric

vehicles, 4-stroke motorcycles, electric motorcycles, new trucks.
viii. Retrofit vehicles (convert existing petrol or diesel run vehicles into

an electric vehicle or to alternative energy sources) and use
generator alternatives.

b. Quantify changes in fleet/fuel type you make over time.
c. Offset your CO2 emissions (as a last resort, if genuinely incompressible) .2

d. Be able to report on feasibility to have electrical/hybrid vehicles in your
area of operation and on costs to change your logistics infrastructure
in-country, regionally, and globally to support such a fleet.

e. Invest in solar electric/battery backup systems for power supply to offices
and compounds using alongside regular generators.

f. For all rental fleets, attempt to rent electric/hybrid vehicles and use cleaner
fuel if available in the country of operation. If not available, include clauses
in your contracts that require timely service and maintenance and that
state preferences for hybrid/electrical vehicles as they become available. If
drivers are included with rental contracts, include clauses that require
eco-driving so that drivers are aware and can advocate for passengers for
proper trip planning.

2 Carbon offsetting can be considered as a last resort after first reducing emissions as much as
possible to the extent that they are genuinely ‘incompressible’. UN Environmental Programme
Report.
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https://cleanfleet.fleetforum.org/#/home
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5. Facilities (warehouse, office, housing)
a. Reduce carbon footprint (see note on Page 1) and be able to report the

percent reduction over time. Possible measure to take:
i. Reduce consumption in offices such as AC/heaters in the office.
ii. Thermal-proof offices to avoid energy loss.
iii. Avoid wasting water by using water efficient taps, preventing leaks,

and recycling. Segregate, recycle, and reuse water streams.
iv. Install energy efficient light bulbs.
v. Use interceptor tanks to avoid run-off pollution from fuel dispensing.

vi. Phase out of ozone-depleting gasses from air conditioning systems
in warehouses and compounds.

vii. Be able to report on feasibility to have electrical/hybrid warehouse
handling equipment/appliances and solar-powered facilities in your
area of operation and the cost to change your logistics
infrastructure in-country, regionally, globally to support the shift.

b. Maintain warehouse management guidelines/SOPs that include facility
management procedures that reduce energy usage when possible and
maximize efficiencies.

i. Ensure your stock management methods avoid infestation,
spoilage, damage and expiration. These lead to loss and waste.

ii. Strictly monitor/manage hazardous chemicals to avoid spillage and
leaks.

iii. Take steps to better manage production, collection, and disposal of
waste including packaging wastes.

iv. If relevant for the goods you store, ensure a Fumigation
Management Plan is in place for the management, safety, and
efficacy of fumigation events. FMP Template.

6. Other indicators you can use to measure reductions in environmental impact:
a. Financial indicators: revenue from tipping fees, cost of waste collection

service, and unit cost of recycling taking into account funds that go back
into the program from recycling revenues; and

b. Technical indicators: per capita waste generation or waste disposal rate.

Resources referred to in the above list of suggested concrete measures:

● Log Cluster Green Logistics
● Clean Fleet Toolkit
● Joint Initiative - Work on Packaging Sustainability Criteria | Logistics Cluster

Website
● EHA Connect - Materials & Supply Chain
● Sphere Thematic Sheet on the Environment
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https://www.usaid.gov/documents/1860/pea-t-3-template-fumigation-management-plan
https://dlca.logcluster.org/display/LOG/Green+Logistics
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https://ehaconnect.org/themes/materials-supply-chain/
https://spherestandards.org/wp-content/uploads/Sphere-thematic-sheet-environment-EN.pdf


Sample Checklist/Self-Assessment to Map an Action Plan
Adapted from Log Cluster Green Logistics & EHA Connect.

1. Map the environmental impacts (chemicals, energy, waste, resources, air
pollution, water) of the main materials and supplies used within your operations
using a life-cycle approach.  Accompany this with an overview of suppliers and
sub-suppliers.

a. What environmental risks do your organization’s activities pose?
b. Which, if any, materials you use pose any danger to the environment,

staff, or beneficiaries?
c. What impact do the materials/services that you supply (including disposal)

have on the environment?
d. What types and quantities of waste do you produce?
e. How is this waste disposed of? What is the environmental impact of these

disposal methods?
f. Is your organization using the most cost-effective method of controlling or

eliminating pollution risk?
g. Use the results of the mapping to prioritize efforts based on environmental

impacts and opportunities, and/or sphere of influence.
2. Develop a supply chain strategy which considers the following:

a. Using environmental criteria in the selection of materials and in
construction. Include these in procurement practices;

b. Requiring environmental/social labels and standards for key products;
c. Extending responsibility in the supply chain to include all sub-suppliers;
d. Local sourcing where feasible;
e. Working with suppliers to minimize environmental impacts. See list above;
f. Adopting alternative methods of controlling or eliminating pollution risk,

including exploring business opportunities (e.g. commercial utilization of
waste).

3. Check or control the legal compliance of suppliers through the following steps:
a. Ask suppliers to sign compliance declarations (local and international

legislation),
b. Ask suppliers to submit self-assessments,
c. Conduct supplier checks,
d. Mandate independent audits of suppliers,
e. Conduct trainings and awareness-raising seminars,
f. Identify environmental standards/legislation in countries of operation.
g. Identify how you will monitor compliance with environmental legislation.

4. Establish a process for regular communication with clients, suppliers, and other
stakeholders.
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a. Is senior management actively engaged in ensuring that proper attention
is given to environmental considerations in your organization?

b. Could you improve your environmental image to the donors and
employees?

c. Are you highlighting your environmental performance to donors?
5. Consider adopting a certified environmental management system such as ISO

14001 and EMAS.

Additional Resources
1. DG-ECHO Minimum Environmental Requirements and Recommendations
2. Compendium of Good Practices for a Greener Response
3. USAID Solid Waste Management Sector Environmental Guidelines
4. Disaster Waste Management Guidelines
5. Logs Cluster WREC for Environmental Sustainability and Joint Initiative
6. ICRC Green Logistics
7. NEAT+ Tool Valuable now, but especially when SWM module is completed.
8. Sphere Thematic Sheet on Environment
9. Climate Action Accelerator - Emission reduction resources applied to the

humanitarian sector
10.Environmental Footprint of Humanitarian Assistance (scoping review)
11. Humanitarian Packaging Waste Scoping Study
12.Humanitarian and development organizations’ waste management practices in

Haiti and Report on solid waste mapping in Haiti
13.Searchable List of Waste Picker Organizations that are part of Global Alliance of

Waste Pickers
14.Kenya and Ethiopia Circular Economy Private Sector Landscape Assessment

findings
15.Effective solid waste management practices that can be applied in many

contexts: this compendium General Solid Waste Management Principles and
Guidance

Please email joint.initiative@icf.com to stay up to date on resources produced and even
join the Joint Initiative On Sustainable Humanitarian Assistance Packaging Waste
Management.
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https://www.iso.org/standard/60857.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/60857.html
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/emas/index_en.htm
https://www.dgecho-partners-helpdesk.eu/reference-documents-io
https://www.urd.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/DOC_EU_ENVIRONMENT_COMPENDIUM_EN_250621.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1860/SectorEnvironmentalGuidelines_SolidWaste_2018.pdf
https://resources.eecentre.org/resources/disaster-waste-management-guidelines-dwmg-online/getting-started/
https://logcluster.org/blog/wrec-project
https://logcluster.org/document/joint-initiative-work-packaging-sustainability-criteria
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/introduction-icrc-green-logistics
https://resources.eecentre.org/resources/neat
https://www.spherestandards.org/resources/thematic-sheet-environmental-impact/
https://climateactionaccelerator.org
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCoB9Y9Nyor35CyzuRak9kyQ
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Groupe-URD-Inspire-studypublic.pdf
https://resources.eecentre.org/resources/sustainability-in-humanitarian-supply-chain-a-preliminary-scoping-of-improvements-in-packaging
https://www.urd.org/en/project/humanitarian-and-development-organisations-waste-management-practices-in-haiti/
https://www.urd.org/en/project/humanitarian-and-development-organisations-waste-management-practices-in-haiti/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/RapportDechetsHumanitairesversion_courteENG-2.pdf
https://globalrec.org/waw/list/?continent=all
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00Z86D.pdf
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00Z86D.pdf
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-environ-050511-122532
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-environ-050511-122532
mailto:joint.initiative@icf.com
https://eecentre.org/2019/07/15/https-www-eecentre-org-2019-07-15-sustainable-humanitarian-packaging-waste-management/#:~:text=The%20Joint%20Initiative%20for%20Sustainable,environmental%20degradation%20in%20crisis%2Daffected
https://eecentre.org/2019/07/15/https-www-eecentre-org-2019-07-15-sustainable-humanitarian-packaging-waste-management/#:~:text=The%20Joint%20Initiative%20for%20Sustainable,environmental%20degradation%20in%20crisis%2Daffected

