
 

 
 

Integrating  
Sustainability 
Requirements Into 
Health Care Food Service 
Contracting 
 
 
There are many opportunities for hospitals to improve 
patient safety, worker safety, and the overall health of 
communities and the environment via their food service 
operations. By implementing environmentally preferable 
purchasing and other operational and maintenance 
strategies in food service, hospitals can help to reduce 
patient, worker and community exposure to toxic 
chemicals, preserve the effectiveness of antibiotics for 
treatment of human disease, prevent air and water 
pollution, reduce waste, conserve natural resources and 
potentially save money over the short and long term.  
 
Depending on a food-service contractor’s scope of work 
and related authority, the following food service-related 
sustainability issues can be addressed via contract 
requirements/preferences: 
 
Food & beverage procurement 
In the U.S., the typical food item now travels from 1,500 
to 2,400 miles from farm to plate. In addition many food 
service contractors prohibit 
direct sales from farmers and 
require food products to go 
through their distributors. This 
system disconnects the growers 
from the consumers and 
increases opportunities for food 
contamination and loss of nutrients. Other major shifts in 
the U.S. food system over the last century contribute to 
serious long term impacts on human and environmental 
health. For instance: 
 
 The routine use of antibiotics in animal agriculture 

has been shown to worsen antibiotic resistance 
among bacteria that cause human infections. 

 Pesticide drift, field dust, waste burning, toxic gases 
from degrading manure, and diesel exhaust from 

transporting food long distances are all factors of 
food production that contribute to asthma, 
cardiovascular disease and lung cancer 

 
 Commercial fertilizers and pesticides contaminate 

ground water in many locales and large-scale animal 
feedlot operations contribute to water pollution with 
biologically active hormones, nitrates and other 
breakdown products of untreated animal waste 

 
 Industrialized meat packing is recognized as one of 

the most dangerous occupations-every year over one 
quarter of all workers needs medical attention 
beyond first aid.  

 
The average U.S hospital serves more than a million 
meals per year, and annual U.S. hospital food 
expenditures exceed $5 billion. By purchasing local, 
more sustainably produced food, hospitals and health 
systems can help reduce health problems associated with 
antibiotic resistance, air and water contamination, and 
global health issues such as climate change while 
supporting a move toward a healthier and more 
sustainable food system.   
 
Hospital purchasers are encouraged to work toward 
achieving a specified percent (15 percent is the suggested 
minimum goal) of combined food (patient food and 
cafeteria), based on total dollars expended, from any 
combination of the following sources: 
 
 Products approved to carry one or more of the 

following independent third party certified ecolabels:  
 
- USDA Certified Organic 
- Food Alliance Certified 
- Rainforest Alliance Certified 
- Protected Harvest 



 

 
 

- Fair Trade Certified 
- Bird Friendly 
- Certified Humane Raised and Handled 
- Animal Welfare Approved 
- Salmon Safe 
- Marine Stewardship Council 
- Other eco-labels considered “meaningful” by 

Consumer’s Union 
 
AND/OR 
 

 Products that carry one of the following label claims 
allowed by USDA or FDA that are meaningful for 
the food categories mentioned: 
 
- Raised without antibiotics or No antibiotics 

administered” (poultry and meat products) 
- Raised without added hormones or No hormones 

added (beef and lamb only) 
- No genetically engineered ingredients (products 

made from corn, soy, canola or their derivatives) 
- rBGH-free, rBST-free, or something to this 

effect “our farmers pledge not to use rBGH or 
rBST”/”Our farmers pledge not to use artificial 
hormones” (milk, butter, cheese, yogurt, ice 
cream, sour cream, cottage cheese) 

- Grass-fed (products from ruminants such as beef 
cattle, dairy cattle, lamb) 
 
AND/OR  

  
 Products from farms, ranches, and 

production/processing facilities located within a 200 
mile radius or within the state where the facility is 
located.  Note: For processed foods with multiple 
ingredients including breads and other bakery items, 
only products made predominantly (>50%) from 
ingredients produced within the 200 mile radius or 
within the state where the facility is located should 
be counted under this criterion.  
 

Paper products, packaging, disposable food 
ware and food waste 
Each year, institutions, including 
hospitals, consume billions of pounds 
of janitorial paper including napkins 
and other paper products, plastic trash 
liners, and paper and fossil-fuel based 
plastic packaging and other disposable 
food service items. Disposable products provide some 
benefits to hospitals—ease of use, minimal maintenance 
and reduced dishwashing needs. Yet, most of these 

single-use items end up in landfills, incinerators, or the 
world’s oceans where they can cause significant harm to 
humans and the environment and negative impacts 
including: depletion of nonrenewable resources–fossil 
fuels; climate change; generation of air and water 
pollutants from manufacturing, shipping and disposal; 
introduction of toxic chemicals into the environment 
during production, use and disposal; and contamination 
of food from leaching chemicals.  
 
Hospitals can help to reduce these impacts by reducing 
overall use of packaging and other disposable products 
and by choosing reusable products or unbleached 
products manufactured from recycled or renewable 
materials and without use of chlorine or chlorine 
compounds or toxic chemical additives, whenever 
possible.  
 
Cleaning products 
Traditional cleaning products can be a major contributor 
to indoor air quality issues in closed environments. Many 
cleaning products contain carcinogens, asthmagens and 
substances associated with reproductive organ damage, 
birth defects, kidney damage, neurological impacts and 
other serious health effects. In addition, some of these 
products contain persistent bioaccumulative and toxic 
chemicals (PBTs), are classified as hazardous waste, 
and/or otherwise contribute to environmental pollution 
during their manufacture, transport, use, and/or disposal. 
They also contribute to water pollution and can 
negatively impact the health of aquatic organisms. Non-
toxic and least-toxic sustainable maintenance products 
exist for virtually every health care facility need. By 
reducing chemical use, switching to less toxic, 
biodegradable cleaning products and making use of 
cleaning equipment that doesn’t require chemicals in 
food service, hospitals can limit exposure of building 
occupants and maintenance personnel to potentially 
hazardous chemical, biological and particulate 
contaminants and contribute to improved ecological 
health.  
 
Pest management 
The health of building occupants is 
directly impacted by the use of 
chemical pesticides, termiticides, 
and rodenticides. The use of chemical pesticides for 
indoor pest control can impact indoor air quality. 
Hospitals are encouraged to use Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM), a cost effective coordinated 
approach to pest control that seeks to prevent 



 

 
 

unacceptable levels of pests with the least possible 
hazard to building occupants, workers, and the 
environment. The focus of IPM is on non-chemical 
prevention of pest problems. By eliminating or at least 
reducing toxic chemicals—including pesticides—in our 
healthcare facilities, we create a safer environment for 
patients and staff.  
 
Recycling, waste reduction & composting 

Organics, including food waste, are 
the second largest constituent of the 
health care waste stream, comprising 
close to 20 percent of the solid 
waste volume in medical facilities 

with food service operations. By reducing food waste 
and donating leftover food hospitals can reduce the 
volume of waste going to landfills and incinerators. 
Composting food waste is also a good option that can 
save hospitals money while decreasing impacts to the 
environment by: 
 
 Avoiding high per ton incineration or landfill 

disposal costs for these dense and heavy materials 
 
 Avoiding sludge issues at the wastewater treatment 

plant and potential added costs of water discharges 
for institutions that use an industrial food disposal 
system 

 
 Using compost on-site can save the grounds 

department money by reducing their need to buy 
mulch, fertilizer, and pesticides. Composting organic 
matter and applying it to the soil increases soil 
micronutrients, and reduces reliance on chemical 
fertilizers and their associated industrial, ecologic 
and health burdens.  

 
Latex‐free/PVC‐free gloves 

Natural rubber latex is a product manufactured from the 
milky fluid primarily derived from the rubber tree, Hevea 
brasiliensis. In 1997 the National Institute for 
Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) issued an alert 
indicating that exposure to natural rubber latex can lead 
to skin rashes; hives; flushing; itching; nasal, eye, or 
sinus symptoms; asthma; and (rarely) shock. They noted 
an increase in allergic reactions to latex, especially 
among health care workers.  
 
Nitrile gloves are effective substitutes for natural latex 
products. The use of nitrile gloves can minimize building 
occupant and worker exposure to conditions that may 

prompt and/or prolong an allergic or asthmatic condition. 
Nitrile gloves are also an alternative to gloves made from 
polyvinyl chloride (PVC). PVC, or vinyl, plastic-the 
most widely used plastic in medical devices–can be 
harmful to patients, the environment and public health. 
There are two key problems associated with PVC: a) 
Dioxin, a known human carcinogen, can be formed 
during the manufacture of PVC, and during the 
incineration or burning of PVC products and b) Di Ethyl 
Hexyl Phthalate (DEHP), a phthalate used to soften PVC 
plastic, can leach from PVC medical devices which is 
linked to reproductive birth defects and other illnesses, 
according to animal studies. PVC gloves may contain 
DEHP. Under California’s Proposition 65 law, DEHP- 
containing products are required to be labeled as 
containing a reproductive toxicant.  
 

For more information… 

Green Guide for Health Care, Operations, Food Service 
Credit, 
www.noharm.org/lib/downloads/purchasing/EPP_Food_Deta
il_GGHC.pdf 
 
10 Step Guide to Implementing an Integrated Pest 
Management Program, http://www.h2e-
online.org/docs/h2e10stepipm.pdf 
 
10 Step Guide to Composting in Health Care Facilities, 
http://blog.leanpath.com/wp-
content/uploads/2009/10/Composting_10StepGuide.pdf 
 
Alternatives to Polyvinyl Chloride (PVC) and Di(2-
Ethylhexyl) Phthalate (DEHP) Medical Devices for glove 
alternatives, 
www.noharm.org/lib/downloads/pvc/Alternatives_to_PVC_
DEHP.pdf  
 
Energy Star rated commercial food service equipment, 
www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?c=commercial_food_service
.commercial_food_service 
 
10 Step Guide to Green Cleaning Implementation, www.h2e-
online.org/docs/h2e10stepgreenclean-r5.pdf 
 
Choosing Environmentally Preferable Food Service Ware-
Reusable and Sustainable Biobased Products, 
http://noharm.org/lib/downloads/food/EPP_Food_Svc_Ware.
pdf 
 
U.S. EPA Comprehensive Procurement Guidelines for 
recycled content at www.epa.gov/cpg/ 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
Efficient Appliances 

Energy efficiency benefits health by 
reducing particulate, toxic chemical, and 
greenhouse gas emissions associated with 
fossil-fuel based electrical generation, 

thereby improving outdoor air quality and curbing global 
climate change potential. If food service-contractors have 
control over capital equipment purchases such as 
dishwashers, refrigerators, stoves, steamers, ice makers 
and other equipment consider specifying purchase of 
Energy-Star approved and water-efficient appliances.  
 
 

 

Contracting Suggestions 
If your hospital/ health system outsources food service 
management, consider: 
 

 Adding sustainability-related questions or criteria to 
requests for proposals 

 Engaging a knowledgeable partner to help with 
reviewing and rating responses 

 Turning bid commitments into contract requirements 
 
Contracting Assistance & Resources 

 Suggested Sustainability-Related RFI/ RFP 
Disclosures for Food Service Contracting 

 Sample Sustainability Language for an Institutional 
Food Service Contract 

 
For more information or assistance, contact Marie Kulick 
at 612-870-3422, mkulick@iatp.org. 
 


