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At a glance.
• In 2020, many disruptions have occurred in global Supply 

Chain management and it is not only related to the crisis of 
COVID-19 as one might think. 

• Supply Chains have prominent weaknesses and vulnerabilities 
since their operations are gradually being put under stress by 
political and economic events on the one hand, and by the 
climate consensus on the other hand.

• Consequently, every organisation strives to achieve a capacity 
to resist and to recover from disruptions in its Supply Chain, 
which we more commonly refer to as resilience.

• As part of the answer, a focus on sustainability in a framework 
of transparency, supplier engagement and strategy 
implementation in procurement practices will ensure that 
organisations are future-proof and up to the challenge.

• Organisations should look to swiftly adopt practices such as 
supplier segmentation according to the Kraljic matrix, set 
GHG emission reduction targets according to the Science 
Based Targets initiative, make sustainable procurement and 
policy choices, and set up an emission monitoring system. 
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Introduction.
Supply Chains are once again showing their 
weakness as the world is hit by COVID-19. 
Lack of insight prevents organisations from 
predicting1 and anticipating disruptions2, 
causing their Supply Chain to become 
vulnerable3. Hence, organisations are sailing 
in the dark on the brink of a precipice and 
resilience is needed.

In 2016, 62% of organisations (from SMEs to 
large organisations) had a limited visibility 
on their Supply Chain4. Organisations were 
seeking to improve collaboration amongst 
their partners, enhance flexibility, and improve 
risk anticipation. In terms of risk mapping, 
the Brexit5 and tensions between China and 
the US6 have upset the balance of the Supply 
Chain, greatly increasing the risks. As a result, 
“improvement for visibility on the Supply Chain” 
became a top 3 priority in 2017 for organisations 
to focus on, compared to 6th position in 20157. 
In addition, COVID-19 increased transport rates 
for air freight, completely stopped production 
lines, and drastically increased the demand 
for some products, consequently disrupting 
Supply Chains across all industries. Whereas 
costs were the primary criteria for supplier 
choice before, traceability appears to become 
a key factor for Supply Chain continuity under 
risky or unexpected situations today. 

Visibility is also enforced by international 
institutions by pushing through agreements 
and amendments for a decarbonised society. 
The Green Deal, the Paris Agreement, 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
from the United Nations (UN), and European 
Directives are imposing international rules and 
regulations to, amongst others, reduce carbon 
emissions. 
To apply and measure these agreements 
and targets, tools have been created: the 
Greenhouse Gas (GHG) protocol to assess 
carbon emissions, and the Science Based 

Targets initiative to set measurable targets 
in accordance with international climate 
roadmaps. According to the GHG protocol, 
Scope 3 (indirect emissions included in the 
value chain) represents the largest GHG 
impact8 for organisations. Consequently, the 
Supply Chain is in the crosshairs of international 
institutions.

COVID-19 has revealed the weakness of current 
Supply Chains, business models, and the 
vulnerability of humanity itself. The health crisis 
is not over yet, while states and governments 
are fighting against the ongoing economic 
crisis. Moreover, climate change will have a 
rising impact9  on society10. Hence, increased 
traceability and transparency become key 
parameters to improve sustainability within the 
Supply Chain and to understand the existing 
levers to reduce the GHG impact. Gaining more 
insights will consequently improve operational 
performance, productivity, and reputation.
 
Measuring resilience within Supply Chains.
A Supply Chain is a network of organisations 
that produces and distributes products or 
services, from the raw material to the final 
customer.

The resilience of a Supply Chain is the 
combination of two capacities: 

• Resistance capacity: the capacity of a 
Supply Chain to withstand the impact and 
minimise the time between the disruption 
and the start of the recovery phase.

• Recovery capacity: the capacity of a Supply 
Chain to quickly reach its full performance 
after a disruption. 

In other words, the resilience of a Supply Chain is 
defined by its ability to adapt and recover from 
potential disruptions11. Resilience is reachable 
if the organisation has an excellent vision of 

1 Unleashed, “Supply Chain lack transparency in the global food market”, 2018 [online]
2 Clean Clothes Campaign, “Position paper on transparency”, 2016 [online]
3 Supply Chain Dive, “60% of procurement leaders say lack of transparency is a risk, survey finds”, 2020 [online]
4 GEODIS, « 2017 Supply Chain Worldwide Survey », 2017 [online]
5 Nature, “Vulnerability of the United Kingdom’s food Supply Chains exposed by COVID-19”, 2020 [online]
6 NewStatesman, “US-China economic integration shaped today’s world, but now it is going into reverse”, 2020 [online]
7 GEODIS, « 2017 Supply Chain Worldwide Survey », 2017 [online]
8 Greenhouse Gas Protocol, « FAQ », [online]
9 EPA, “Climate Change Impacts”, [online]
10 European Commission, “Climate change consequences”, [online]
11 Mixmove, “What is Supply Chain resilience”, 2020 [online]
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12 Deloitte, “The Path to Supply Chain transparency”, 2014 [online]
13 Investopedia, “Supply Chain“, 2019 [online]

the operations within its Supply Chain. This 
occurs through the integration transparency, 
which entails both visibility of, and insights 
on, the Supply Chain, which are key elements 
to predict and anticipate disruptions more 
efficiently12.
 
Building a resilient Supply Chain by taking 
the sustainability path. 
Building resilient Supply Chains can be 
achieved in several ways. Considering current 
triggers and upcoming challenges, following 
the path of sustainability will ensure future-
proof organisations. Measuring sustainability 
within the Supply Chain is possible, amongst 

other solutions, by calculating its GHG 
emissions. 
In a Supply Chain, there are many physical 
flows, including moving and transforming 
raw materials into finished products, to then 
transport and distribute these to the end-user13. 
All physical flows are a source of GHG emissions 
and should be measured and monitored.

Once the source(s) of emissions is/are identified, 
organisations will then be able to reduce their 
impact by optimising efficiency within their 
Supply Chains, increasing sustainability and 
thus improving resilience.

Further explained: GHG emissions categorisation

GHG emissions are categorised into three ‘scopes’ by the GHG Protocol. This protocol 
aims to provide a standardised framework to assess and manage GHG emissions:

• Scope 1 covers direct emissions from owned or controlled sources. 
• Scope 2 covers indirect emissions from the generation of purchased electricity. 
• Scope 3 covers indirect emissions that range from the goods the organisation 

purchases to the disposal of the products it sells. These are emissions coming from 
sources that organisations do not control and typically come from Supply Chains .

Figure 1: Overview scopes of GHG emissions.

Until recently, most organisations have focused on Scope 1 and 2, while the majority of 
total emissions come from Scope 31. This shows that organisations have been missing 
out on opportunities to significantly reduce their GHG emissions12. 
Therefore, there is a need to gain insights into Scope 3 GHG emissions and identify 
impactful reduction levers. By targeting their Scope 3 GHG emissions, organisations will 
both increase their transparency (as many Scope 3 categories require insights in the 
value chain) and address the larger share of their emissions. 
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Triggers pushing for a more 
transparent Supply Chain.
As explained in the introduction, two 
main triggers brought the Supply Chain 
to the current crisis: the eco-political and 
the environmental trigger. We will further 
elaborate in the following paragraphs how 
each of these are pushing organisations to 
improve transparency within their Supply 
Chain, and thus improving its resilience.  

A first push from politics and economy 
The first trigger consists of both political and 
economic aspects. In 2008, the financial crisis 
endured huge demand-supply discrepancies 
due to a decrease in demand14. At that time, it 
was one of the biggest challenges for Supply 
Chain management, and organisations 
started to redesign their way of operating. 
This tendency, installed since 2008, has 
been reinforced by nationalistic political 
developments such as Brexit15 and tensions 
between China and the USA. 

Another push from climate consensus. 
The second trigger derives from various 
developments. Firstly, over the last 10 
years, international agreements, laws, and 
regulations brought sustainability to the table 
during political decision-making. 
Secondly, nowadays, more green political 
parties are represented in governments and 
parliaments16. Lastly, the rise of personalities 
in the media, such as Greta 
Thunberg, strongly influences 
organisations17. With regards to 
the international agreements, 
four are being further 
elaborated upon below.
Firstly, during the Conference 
of the Parties (COP) in 2015, 
better known as the COP21, 
the Paris Agreement was born. 
It made 195 countries commit 
to limit global temperature 

rise this century well below 2 degrees Celsius 
above pre-industrial levels and to pursue efforts 
to limit the temperature increase even further 
to 1.5 degrees Celsius. The agreement includes 
requirements that all Parties report on their 
emissions and on their implementation efforts. 

Secondly, the European Green Deal, a European 
roadmap to become the “first climate neutral 
continent by 205018” asks for a transition 
towards a modern, resource-efficient, and 
competitive economy18. In the roadmap, 
Scope 3 GHG emissions play an important 
role for retail or professional services and 
SMEs. In certain situations, this can represent 
more than 80% of total emissions19. Even more 
so, the European Commission published 
amendments to underline the urgency for 
new Supply Chain management20.

Thirdly, the SDGs developed by the UN aim to 
establish a more sustainable world following 
17 goals by 2030. The International Labour 
Organisation reported six SDGs are directly 
related to the Supply Chain21. In addition, 
several SDGs have integrated the call for 
transparency in Supply Chains. Furthermore, 
the UN reported sustainable practices within 
the Supply Chain as “the biggest challenge 
to improve sustainable performance22“ for 
organisations.

14 Supply Chain 247, “5 lessons for Supply Chains from the financial crisis”, 2014 [online]
15 Nature, “Vulnerability of the United Kingdom’s food Supply Chains exposed by COVID-19”, 2020 [online]
16 European Parliament, “2019 European election results”, 2019 [online]
17 Time Magazine, “2019, person of the year, Greta Thunberg”, 2019 [online]
18 European Commission, “The European Green Deal”, 2019 [online]
19 BITC, “Progressing towards science-based targets, helping companies identify and tackle their value chain emissions”, 2020 [online]
20 European Commission, “Daily News 26/10/2020”, 2020 [online]
21 International Labor Organization, “Relevant SDG Targets related to Global Supply Chains”, [online]
22 United Nations Global Compact, « Apply sustainable practices throughout the Supply Chain”, 2020 [online]



7

Finally, ESG (environment, social, and 
governance) aspects are now being considered 
in investment strategies, quadrupling in size in 
2020 compared to 201922. What’s more, it led 
the world’s largest asset manager BlackRock to 
publish a list of 191 organisations ‘on watch’ for 
failing to take climate risks into account23. Over 
the next five years, 57% of European investment 
fund assets will include ESG criteria25, but also 
future strategies, regulations, and standards26 
will be shaped by ESG criteria.

As these developments show, environmental 
triggers urge organisations to measure, 
reduce and report on GHG emissions. The 
Supply Chain, as the main contributor to GHG 
emissions27, should be considered a priority 
for reducing emissions. Consequently, this 
requires identifying the source of emissions 
and act upon it.

Disastrous impact of COVID-19. 
COVID-19 proved to be an accelerator of 
the triggers mentioned before. It revealed 
the weakness of current Supply Chains and 
the danger for the lack of transparency. We 
will further elaborate on the impact of the 
pandemic on both triggers below.

Firstly, the virus worsened economic and 
political pressure. The closure of borders and the 
implementation of a health protocol are both 
examples that have disrupted Supply Chains. 
Industries faced situations where suppliers 
could no longer deliver or customer demand 
suddenly increased or even both at the same 
time in the case of medical equipment supply 
and the bike industry in Belgium.
Looking closer at what happened in the bike 
industry, sellers could not answer the 300% 
increase in sales compared to the same period 
the year before. Disruptions were noticed 

in the supply of new bikes and bike parts 
like Pinarello, which first faced a supplier 
disruption in Taiwan and then a disruption of 
the assembly in Italy. This was also the case for 
spare parts for Decathlon, Thompson, Ridley, 
and Merckx, for whom certain parts were stuck 
in Asia, thus preventing demand being met. 
Most of the top-of-the-range bicycles however, 
presented much more resilience within their 
Supply Chain even if they relied on China for 
some of their parts. Prediction of demand and 
a more local (European) Supply Chain limited 
disruption.  

In the bike industry, but also in many other 
industries, complex Supply Chain systems, 
relying on varied tiers from one country to 
another, have been (and still are) paralysed by 
COVID-19. To improve visibility, organisations 
have started to review their Supply Chain and 
are taking a new approach. As a result, local 
procurement is considered more often, despite 
higher costs28. 
Secondly, the virus increased the pressure 
for environmental actions. Although the 
overall objective in organisations today is to 
restart activities, organisations envision a 
more sustainable business model. Moreover, 
investors acknowledge that organisations and 
industries which are more sustainable should 
be favoured as they are more resilient against 
future global disruptions. In the meantime, it 
is acknowledged that COVID-19 is just “a dress 
rehearsal for the kind of collapse that climate 
change threatens to bring about”29. 

In short, COVID-19 has given the extra push 
which leads Supply Chains into disruption. 
The health crisis revealed the importance of 
a resilient Supply Chain and this is foremost 
achievable by gaining transparency through 
visibility of, and insights on Supply Chains.

23 FT Adviser, “ESG inflows quadruple in 2020”, 2020 [online]
24 BlackRock, “Our approach to sustainability”, 2020 [online]
25 Financial News, “How the pandemic is fuelling an ‘unprecedented’ explosion in ESG investing”, 2020 [online]
26 Kodiak Ratin Community, “What is ESG? How can it elevate your Supply Chain Management?”, 2017 [online]
27 Greenhouse Gas Protocol, « FAQ », [online]
28 Deloitte, “COVID-19 Impacts on Supply Chains, Sustainability and Climate Change”, 2020 
29 Jem Bendell, social-science professor, university of Cumbria, 2020

The road to resilience.
The climate consensus and eco-political 
triggers discussed previously showed a 
clear need to increase transparency in an 
organisation’s Supply Chain and thus improve 
resilience. Moreover, climate consensus is 
urging organisations to take action to tackle 

climate change, especially by reducing 
emissions. Below, the role of procurement 
and the available levers will be discussed as 
they play an important role in reducing those 
important scope 3 emissions. 
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The categories where procurement 
has an impact, or plays a central 
role, are 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, and 9 (see 
figure 1), the category of “purchased 
goods and services” has the biggest 
impact29. Each of these categories 
is driven by choices made in the 
procurement organisation.  

Procurement criteria traditionally 
contain the weighing of price, 
quality, and delivery time. However, 
as demonstrated above, sustainability criteria 
should be included too, such as impact on 
raw materials, biodiversity, equality, business 
ethics, and so on. Each criterion can then be 
given a weight according to the organisation’s 
sustainability targets and impact on its 
ecosystem. An understanding of such impacts 
is usually created by conducting a materiality 
assessment which identifies the significance 
of the organisation’s economic, environmental, 
and social impacts30.

Impactful emission reduction levers. 
After having identified the source of emissions, 
organisations must define insights and then 
tools to cut down these GHG emissions. The 
Science Based Targets initiative facilitates 
organisations to work on reducing GHG 
emissions and has identified seven levers, five 
of these (see figure 2) are linked directly or 
indirectly to procurement31.
Hence, procurement plays a crucial role in 
reducing scope 3 GHG emissions. The levers 
“Supplier Engagement” and “Procurement 
policies and choices” are directly linked 
to procurement and should therefore be 
prioritised. 

The first lever directly linked to procurement, 
Supplier Engagement, requires a strategy 
that makes it possible to commit suppliers to 

reduce emissions across the value chain31. The 
objective could be, for instance, to engage with 
suppliers to optimise logistics or to develop 
products with a lower impact. 
The second lever directly linked to procurement, 
Procurement Policies & Choices, refers to 
the improvement of processes and decision-
making at the procurement level. The two 
main options here are:

1. to purchase from suppliers with a low 
carbon footprint (same products) and

2. to shift towards low-carbon alternatives 
(different products)31.

Furthermore, procurement can be indirectly 
linked to operational policies which encourage 
sustainable decision-making by aligning 
business goals and GHG reduction measures. 
For example, it can facilitate the optimisation 
of an organisation’s own production processes, 
thereby reducing the demand for goods and 
services31.

From strategy to successful implementation. 
When designing a strategy to reduce Scope 
3 GHG emissions, it is essential to start by 
segmenting suppliers according to the Kraljic 
matrix32 (profit impact and risk/complexity 
of the supplier, see figure 3). Then, target the 
suppliers that are the largest contributors to 
the organisation’s upstream emissions31. This 
implies that organisations must calculate the 
emissions of their suppliers in advance. 

Then, develop a supplier engagement plan, 
including a strategy that reflects what an 
organisation wants to achieve and deliver 
together with the identified suppliers. To set 
targets and create a roadmap, the maturity 
and capability level of the procurement 
organisation must be identified. Consequently, 

30 Global reporting initiative, GRI 101: Foundation, 2021
31 Science Based Targets, Value Change in the Value Chain: Best practices in Scope 3 greenhouse gas management, 2018 
32 Forbes, « What is the Kraljic Matrix”, 2017 [online]

Figure 2: Five GHG emission reduction levers linked 
to procurement31
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the level of supplier involvement and what 
support from the organisation is needed to 
help the suppliers achieve the objective can be 
defined. 

Finally, to ensure the engagement of suppliers 
and to enable a successful implementation, 
organisations need to communicate their 
expectations to those suppliers and set 
collaboration agreements. A monitoring 
system will then be necessary to review if 
parties are sticking to the agreements and 
whether GHG emission reduction targets are 
being reached31.

Figure 3: Kraljic model

Combining two expertise areas for 
maximum result. 
The economic crisis in 2008, BREXIT, and 
tension between the USA and China, heavily 
pressured Supply Chains in the past ten 
years. COVID-19 and the new global climate 
change challenge accelerated and worsened 
disruptions. Now is the time to rethink our 
Supply Chains, prioritising transparency to 
improve resilience.

Procurement proves to play a crucial role in 
the reduction of Scope 3 GHG emissions. It 
requires expertise and knowledge on how 
to assess emissions and set up a reduction 
roadmap, as well as procurement expertise 
to identify target suppliers and developing a 
supplier engagement strategy. Together, the 
expertise of GHG emissions calculation and the 
procurement organisation are key to improve 
resilience.

To give an example on the practical results 
of analysing the Supply Chain integrating 
a sustainability perspective, Greenfish 
has reported to one of its clients in the 
pharmaceutical industry, that air transport was 
being used to send plastic parts from Europe 
to China to be further assembled. It has been 
shown that a smart combination of shipping 
and storage can simultaneously reduce costs 
and GHG emissions while reducing the risks of 
air travel disruptions. 

What are the steps that your organisation is 
taking to improve the resilience of its Supply 
Chain to future shocks?

Greenfish supports organisations and its clients 
towards the road to resilience by providing 
insights into GHG emissions, defining supplier 
engagement strategies, and developing 
roadmaps. Our team of both strategy and 
technical experts is ready to embrace your 
challenges. 

To learn more about us and 
our solution, contact Jessica 
Peters by sending an email 
to sa@greenfish.eu. 

Jessica Peters leads the CSR 
& Sustainability practice at 
Greenfish. 

mailto:sa%40greenfish.eu?subject=
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jessicanpeters/
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