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Introduction

Day by day society is becoming increasingly aware of the
need to protect the environment and to promote a more sus-
tainable type of development. A new model based on the
rational use of natural resources - which are limited - on a
change in consumer habits that favour energy saving, on the
use of more suitable products and cleaner technologies and
on a reduction in the environmental impact caused by our
activities, via the reduction, reuse and recycling of waste.

The Barcelona City Council - which is currently working on
production of the Agenda 21 - is committed to building a
city that is aware of these environmental challenges, a city
that shows increasing sustainability and solidarity. Alongside
the policies being introduced in this area - promotion of
renewable energies, new systems of selective waste collec-
tion, an increase in urban green areas, etc., it is also neces-
sary that we improve our functioning as an organisation com-
mitted to sustainable development.

The Green Office Guide - designed for the staff of the
Barcelona City Council, aims to work as a tool in this direc-
tion. A set of information and tips that will help us improve
our environmental coherence, with regard to the use of
paper, office and filing materials, computer materials, drinks

machines, etc.. In it you will find criteria and useful advice
for purchasing, using and recycling products.

Making our organisation more environmentally friendly in
itself is a commitment towards preserving the environment,
and at the same time, it means a saving in energy and finan-
cial resources and an improvement in quality of life in the
workplace. It also reinforces the public's impression of muni-
cipal organisations, which must be a model of coherence and
responsibility towards environmental challenges and towards
the international declarations to which we have subscribed.

The transition towards a more sustainable society involves a
profound change in many of our collective and individual
daily habits. Often this translates into small gestures that
require us to change our routine. At home, at school, in the
office, in the neighbourhood, in our leisure activities... a
commitment to the environment is possible, necessary and
positive.

Imma Mayol Ernest Maragall
President of the Commission President of the Commission
on Sustainability and Urban Ecology on Presidency and Tax Affairs
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The administration, which often demands the involvement
of the production sectors, as well as each and every citizen
on an individual level to care for the protection of the envi-
ronment and make our city more sustainable, has an impor-
tant function as a role model.

To lead environmentally friendly processes and promote a
demand for ecologically correct products and services forms
part of a shared strategy for preserving the environment.

What does green buying on a

municipal level involve?

Local authorities contract a large number of products and
services with an environmental impact: 

the purchasing of products (such as furniture, offices
supplies, vehicle fleet)

the contracting of services (such as cleaning and
maintenance of buildings and public equipment)

the maintenance of properties and public services
(green areas, lighting)

contracting new building work or building refurbishment

the organisation of certain municipal events (popular
festivals).

Who plays a role in promoting

environmental friendliness?

In reducing these environmentally negative factors, two
types of players may be involved:

producers of materials, machines and office furniture,
who have to develop less harmful alternatives, 

suppliers, who have to include environmentally correct
products in their range, 

political officials, who have to adopt political com-
mitments to back the environmental policies of the admi-
nistration 

those in charge of purchasing and contracting services,
who have to arrange homologation and purchase products
and services 

and finally employees, who make their requests for
office supplies and with their behaviour contribute to con-
sumer awareness, which includes the reuse and reduction
of waste.

Why promote the use of environmentally

friendly products from the City Council?
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Environmental problems in the

workplace

We spend more than 1700 hours per year in our office
workplace. Administrative work may be the cause of more
environmental and health problems than it would seem at
first glance: 

glues, correcting fluid, photocopiers, furniture, air
conditioning, detergents, tobacco and other products rele-
ase harmful and problem substances 

the noise produced by machines often makes it diffi-
cult to concentrate on one's work 

bad lighting, electro-magnetic radiation or a lack of
ergonomics can produce stress. 

All this, together with a lack of ventilation can produce
what is known as the "ill building syndrome" which is
made evident by a high incidence of illnesses in people
who work there.

In a green office

• consumption of materials and 

energy is reduced

• less waste is produced

• possible health problems are 

reduced

• in many cases financial savings 

are made
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What to buy?

Selecting products with environmentally friendly qualities
makes it necessary to define criteria that allow differen-
tiation between products in terms of their greater or lesser
impact on the environment. Ecological products are pro-
ducts that, in comparison with others:

How do we select products?

To be able to choose the most ecological alternative that
exists there are basically two strategies:

Comparison of 2 alternative products

The comparison of 2 alternative products,
based on the criteria defined above.
In this case the idea is to compare 2 pro-
ducts in order to choose the most ecologi-
cal option.
For example, a TCF (totally chlorine free)
paper product has more environmentally
friendly characteristics than an ECF (ele-
mentary chlorine free) product.

Ecological Labels
Environmental certificates or ecological
labels aim to be a tool to assure the
buyer/consumer of a more environmentally
friendly purchase. In the annex the most
important ecological labels are listed
along with the groups of products for
which they exist.

Principles of Green Purchasing

Criteria Product

Save resources, energy or water Low energy light bulbs
made in Catalonia

Use renewable resources Solar calculators

Low content or absence of Dry text highlighters
problem substances in waste 
and with low emissions Water based glues and markers

Reduce waste Refillable biros

Made from recycled materials Recycled paper

Are long-lasting Staplers with high quality mechanisms

Are easy to repair Fountain pens with refills

Are reusable (not disposable) Own glasses or multi-purpose glasses

Are recyclable,made from Metal scissors, without plastic handles
materials that can be separated



The Green Office Guide

5

How should products be used?

Environmental criteria must not only be taken into account
when purchasing. Equally important is the way in which we
use products, in order to reduce any unnecessary environ-
mental impact.

Before purchasing a product we should ask ourselves
whether it is really necessary or we can make do without it!

We have to take advantage of the environmentally
friendly aspects of products: it is no good buying refillable
markers if we aren't going to get used to ordering refills!

Even though we choose ecological products, we have to
use them in an economical way. Using recycled paper is as
important as using it on both sides.

What should be done with waste ?

Minimising waste, and the correct management of unavoi-
dable waste are, as everywhere, environmental objectives in
the office.

Office waste is made up of used products (paper, writing
materials, cartridges, etc.), packaging (cardboard, film,
bags, metal and plastic containers), organic waste (food lef-
tovers, etc.), special waste (toners, fluorescent bulbs,
sprays, etc.) and others.

According to the results of the Barcelona City Council's
Environmental Audit and the Environmental Diagnosis of the
Municipal Education Institute, around 90% of the waste produced
internally corresponds to paper and cardboard !

Principles of Green Purchasing

The most important pr
inciples

to bear in mind are:

• Selective paper collection in every 

workplace

• Collection of packaging and plastics

in a centralised place

• Collection of special waste such as 

toners, fluorescent tubes and 

batteries in a centralised place.



The traditional work and communication medium in admi-
nistration is paper. Whether for meetings, or processing
licences, applications and other documentation, it is our
habitual work tool. The current tendency is a transition
towards functioning using electronic media.

We use:
A4 and A3 paper (paper in reams)
personalised printed products, such as envelopes,

cards or writing paper
notepads, exercise books, diaries and other paper articles

Environmental Problems

The ecological problems linked to the production and con-
sumption of non-recycled paper are a high consumption of
resources (wood), water and energy, the contaminating impact
on wastewater, atmospheric emissions of organochlorine pro-
ducts and sulphur compounds.
An important and especially problematic part of the emissions
are those produced above all by substances linked with the
bleaching of paper using chlorine. The environmental effects
of the different paper production processes are differentiated
by the origin of the paper pulp and the bleaching process.

The paper pulp may come from 
used paper recycling processes
remains of wood from other uses
chemical pulp made from cellulose originating from

sustainable forests
chemical pulp made from cellulose originating from

non-sustainable forests

The bleaching process may be
without bleaching (without extraction of dyes)
bleaching without chlorine
using chlorine dioxide or other compounds
bleaching using elementary chlorine

Paper
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The consumption of A4

office paper at the

Barcelona City Council

amounts to 36,817,500

sheets per year, which ave-

rages out at 26 kg per

employee per year!

The new electronic press cuttings service

saves, with respect to the traditional press

cutting service, 2,400,000 sheets of paper

per year, corresponding to over 30 kg of

paper per day and around 21% of the

CRD's paper consumption. At the same

time it means a saving in courier fees and

an improvement in the service, since it can

be consulted from 9 a.m. onwards.
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Ecological certificates

Ecolabels certify products that are more environmentally
friendly, either in terms of their production process, or in
terms of the origin of the raw materials.
The certificates awarded by official organisations for paper
that exist in the market are:

Environmental Quality Guarantee Mark
The Generalitat de Catalunya's Environmental Quality
Guarantee Mark is intended to promote products that favour
waste minimisation or reuse, and that mean a saving of
resources. The mark for paper certifies that paper is recy-
cled and whitened without the use of chlorine (TCF).

The Blue Angel
The Blue Angel certifies that paper is 100% recycled
paper, whitened without chlorine (TCF), and that it com-
plies with DIN 19309 standards (paper apt for use in pho-
tocopiers). The paper has to be produced without the use of
optical whiteners and contain minimum quantities of for-
maldehyde and PCB and comply with DIN standards with
respect to the paper's durability. It is, therefore, very
demanding in terms of the paper's technical qualities.
Despite being a German certification, around Europe, there

are a large number of copier paper brands that are Blue Angel
certified and that are therefore recycled and suitable for all
types of use. Some of these can also be found in Barcelona.

The White Swan
The White Swan is a certificate that originates from the
Nordic countries. The criteria refer to the origin of the raw
materials, and the emissions produced during paper produc-
tion. This certificate does not guarantee that the paper has
been whitened without using chlorine nor that it has any
recycled paper content. There are quite a number of paper
brands that opt for this certificate. Habitually this is used on
non-recycled paper and when the paper is chlorine-free this
is indicated separately.

The European Union Eco-label
The European label also aims to control emissions during
the production process, the environmental management of
the producing companies, and the origins of the raw mate-
rial. This can be recycled paper, or if not, it demands that a
sustainable forest certificate be presented.
There are currently two brands of copier paper that carry
this European label.

Paper
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TCF and ECF denominations
These denominations or labels are frequently
seen and refer exclusively to the use of chlori-
ne. Even though in the best of cases they may
respond to a specific analysis, since there is
no body awarding the denomination, the label
in itself is no guarantee and also it does not
enjoy official recognition.
If the maximum concentration of chlorine
compounds in the paper pulp is less than 15
ppm, then it is labelled as Totally Chlorine
Free (TCF). The ECF denomination only exclu-
des elementary chlorine bleaching, but it may
mean that this is substituted by high quanti-
ties of chlorine dioxide, with the correspon-
ding contamination of waste water. 
ECF quality corresponds to 90% of the world
production and is therefore the current standard. 
No type of environmental commitment is requi-
red in order to exhibit the ECF denomination.

Ecological Paper
"Ecological paper" does not represent any offi-
cial certification or guarantee. It is often pro-
ducers of TCF or ECF quality paper that award
themselves this "label ".

What to buy ?

The products that save most resources are those made
from recycled paper.

If, in special cases, the use of white paper is chosen,
at least TCF quality should be used, and this is 36% more
expensive than recycled paper.

Articles with a short life such as notepads, blocks, and
exercise books should always be chosen made from recy-
cled paper. These products can be made from non-bleached
recycled paper.

Paper
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Product Not recommended Alternative

A4 and A3 Paper, ECF Paper Recycled paper with 
continuous paper "Ecological" paper with certification

no further specifications TCF paper with 
or official certifications certification in  

special cases

Notepads, blocks, ECF Paper Recycled paper
exercise books

Envelopes and other ECF Paper Recycled paper with 
printed articles certification
(dossier files, etc.)
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The popular yellow post-it notes are also offered in
recycled paper - by the same producer.

The use of recycled paper for cards, writing paper and
envelopes is a demonstration of commitment to the envi-
ronment and gives an example to the general public.

Coloured "indication tags" used to mark the pages of
documents are made of plastic and can therefore interfere
in the process of recycling paper as they are stuck on docu-
ments that will end up in selective waste collection.
Markers exist for coloured paper pages.

For all paper products, such as labels, continuous paper,
notebooks, etc., recycled paper alternatives exist. Here it is
necessary to insist with regular suppliers to get them to
offer these products and to specify the quality of the paper
in their catalogues.

How should we use it ?

Independently of the characteristics of the paper chosen,
the most environmentally friendly option is the rationalisa-
tion of the excessive consumption of paper. We can act in
the following way:

reuse paper that has been copied or printed on only
one side (such as note paper, etc.) 

copy or print on both sides 
run off only those prints or copies that are strictly

necessary
if we reduce sizes we can reduce the number of pages

photocopied
proofing documents with a spell check before printing 
correcting by hand any final spelling errors in docu-

ments for internal use
instead of paper use e-mail or the intranet; send faxes

from the computer
check publications mailings to reduce the number of

print-runs to the necessary quantity

What do we do with the waste ?

place boxes next to photocopiers and printers to store
paper that has been written on only one side for its reuse
to guarantee the selective separation of paper it is necessary

to put paper collection points not only in central pla-
ces.The best idea is to have an eco-paper basket at each work
station to collect paper and another for any other rubbish.

Paper



If selective collection of paper is not yet esta-
blished in your department, the logistics of such
collection need to be agreed, whether by the usual
cleaning services or the subcontracting of a reco-
very company that will come to collect the paper.

Paper
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The financial benefits of using

recycled paper:

A packet of recycled paper is 10% chea-

per than "white" (ECF) paper.

In the year 2000, some 9% of the paper

purchased by the Barcelona City Council

was recycled paper.

If we achieved recycled paper quotas

similar to other administrations (around

95% recycled paper), this would mean a

saving of between 4 and 5 million pese-

tas per year!
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Within the framework of the internal
Environmental Audit of the Barcelona
City Council central buildings, an analy-
sis of waste generated internally was
carried out. The most significant results
were:

with the selective collection of
paper in municipal buildings, levels of
around 80% of the total paper genera-
ted are reached.

even so, the analysis of waste in
waste paper baskets (non-separated
waste) shows that paper, with 66% (by
weight), is the most important compo-
nent.

An almost identical result was given in
the Environmental Diagnosis of the
Municipal Institute of Education: some
76% of paper was selectively collected,
and the fraction of paper and cardboard
in non-separated waste is, at 63%, the
most significant component.

Environmental Audit of the Barcelona City Council
Analysis of non-separated waste

Paper

others

paperpaper / cardboard

glass

metals

plastics

mixed

materials 

office / computers

special waste

textiles

organic and rejects



Products for classification and filing are the constituting ele-
ments of office organisation. A great diversity of articles
exists, such as files, boxes, and folders.

Files, boxes and folders
These classification and filing products are often mixtures of
materials, such as lever files made of plastic covered card-
board. This leads to an increase in non recyclable waste and
causes problems as to its final destination.

Clip files, page covers and dossiers
Clip files are usually made from coloured plastic with a
transparent plastic cover and a clip. Suppliers mainly offer
products made from Polyvinyl Chloride (PVC), although they
are also starting to offer Polypropylene (PP, non chlorinated
and free of heavy metals). The transparent page covers or
sheets used to store documents with a few pages are usually
made of PVC or PP type plastic

Binding
Both the transparent covers and the spines that are used
mainly for binding are made of PVC.

What to buy?

Product Not recommended Alternative

Files and folders Mixed materials Products made from PP

PVC products Products made from 
cardboard
Products made from 
recycled cardboard

Clip files, PVC products Products made from PP 
page cover sheets o PE
and dossiers

Binding material PVC covers and spines PP, PE or cardboar  
covers
Metal spines

The Green Office Guide

12

Classification and filing

We have already made

a start:

The covers and dossiers

approved by the City

Council's Central Purchasing

Service are already being ser-

ved exclusively made from PP.
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Products with environmental certification

For products made from recycled paper and cardboard offi-
cial certifications exist, such as the Department of the
Environment's Guarantee of Environmental Quality mark
and the German Blue Angel.
Many of the major producers offer articles with this certifi-
cate (files, folders, etc.)
However, suppliers offer few certified articles, as do statio-
nery shops.

How do we use them ?

with an efficient documentation and filing system we
can rationalise the use of material.

we should buy quality products and reuse them as far
as possible. Thus the useful life of products can be lengt-
hened before converting them into waste. This not only
saves resources, but also costs! For example, if we have
extra labels for sticking on spines, we can reuse boxes,
lever arch files, etc.

Waste

if we avoid products made from mixed materials (e.g.
with plastic coverings), we can separate worn out products
according to whether they are paper/cardboard or plastic for
selective collection and recycling.

Classification and filing



Felt-tip pens, biros, pencils and text highlighters are daily
tools that we all have on our desks. Even though a single
felt-tip pen has a very slight effect on the environment, the
high total quantity of these products recommends that we
take into account environmental criteria.

Biros and Felt-tip Pens

An enormous variety of brands and models exists with
metal, plastic, wooden or cardboard barrels, refillable or
disposable. Currently we use mainly disposable biros and
thus increase, even though only to a small extent, the volu-
me of waste produced, unnecessarily. Usually biros are
made of PVC, although some producers are replacing PVC
with other types of plastic. The ink contains thickeners,
organic solvents and colours that contain heavy metals.
Possibly we will soon find biros with barrels made from
recycled plastic.

Pencils
The pencils that we use are either made of wood with a
graphite lead glued in or propelling pencils made of plastic,
metal or wood, in which only the leads are replaced.
The wood of pencils is usually lacquered on the outside and
is sometimes tropical wood. The lacquer uses paints that

may contain organic solvents
and heavy metals.
Biting on pencils, whilst engrossed in
thought, means we are exposing ourselves to carcino-
genic heavy metals! Yet the lacquer is unnecessary for the
pencil's function.

Fluorescent highlighters
Used as a disposable product with a plastic casing, text
highlighters mean a large volume of plastic waste, with pig-
ments containing heavy metals.
As regards the type of ink, both water based and
organic solvent based
products are used, and
the latter may contain
formaldehyde as a pre-
servative.

Writing Material
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Over half of the highligh-

ters used by the

Barcelona City Council are

refillable! Yet at the same

time, nobody has ordered

refills!.
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What to buy ?

How do we use them ?

use materials in an economical way, only use what is
necessary and do not scatter materials around. 

Do not leave highlighters and felt-tips without the lid
on, to avoid them drying out.

Writing Material 

Product Not recommended Alternative

Felt-tip pens and biros Disposable products, Made from other plastics, 
made from PVC from recycled plastic, metal 

or wood, refillable

Pencils lacquered products non-lacquered,
propelling pencils

Text highlighters with barrel made from PVC, with PP barrel,
disposable, refillable, 
solvent based water based,

Fluorescent (dry) pencil 
instead of liquid highlighters.


