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Foreword 
 

This policy research paper was produced by a group of students within the Buchanan 
Institute as part of the 2021 Summer Research Programme. 

The Buchanan Institute is a University of Edinburgh-based student-led think-tank 
that empowers students with the ability to develop policy that will solve real-world 
problems. By conducting policy research on specific issues, Buchanan’s members aim 
to turn diverse ideas into comprehensive action. 

 
The Buchanan Institute Summer Research Programme, separate from its Academic 

year Research Programme, was borne amid the first UK lockdown in 2020 out of a 

desire to provide an opportunity for students left suddenly without work experience 
and internships to continue to engage in public policy during an unprecedented time. 
In a time where many students felt abandoned or forgotten, it was more important 
than ever that students had the necessary tools and knowledge to make their voices 
heard.  

 
This year brings the Summer Research Programme closer to home by centring the 

research topics on The University of Edinburgh, bringing back the focus on a familiar 
landscape. Through this latest instalment of the Programme, we hope to continue help-
ing the next generation of young adults to engage with the public sphere. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Lila Sakata and Nadja Chong, 

Research Directors at the Buchanan Institute  
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Executive Summary 
 

The University of Edinburgh has produced a number of policies relating to the sus-
tainability of their supply chains. This paper investigates the University’s supply chain 
policies and how they relate to the University and Edinburgh communities.  

 
The policies in place by the Social Responsibility and Sustainability (SRS) Depart-

ment of the University around supply chains, have allowed the University to become 
more equitable, environmentally friendly and socially responsible. However, there are 
issues of engagement and upholding certain sustainability policies as the Covid-19 pan-
demic has drastically changed normal functions of the University. This paper argues 

the University has a crucial role as an influential anchor institution - a non-profit or-
ganisation tied to its community of students, staff and Edinburgh locals - to make 
changes to its policies.  

 
To begin, the current policies the University has in place, implemented mainly by 

the Social Responsibility and Sustainability Department, will be examined to show 
where specific improvements can be made. By engaging with the local community 
more staff, students and Edinburgh residents can be more aware of opportunities they 
can be involved in. Furthermore, through innovation using technology and collabora-
tion, the University can be more informed in the early stages of supply chains, thus 
allowing it to be sure policies such as the Conflict Minerals Resolution are being up-

held. Here, the benefits of doing more research into emerging supply chain technolo-
gies - the blockchain, 3D manufacturing and 5G - will be highlighted. 
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Key Recommendations 
 

1. The University needs to engage with their community - staff, students and the 

Edinburgh local community - when it comes to specific policies. Here, the Uni-

versity can become more equitable and sustainable by ensuring the following: 

1.1. They are supporting local community projects 

1.2. They are going further than the required Community Benefits in larger pro-

curement deals, ensuring there are more opportunities for their community 

and engaging with the local Edinburgh community more in its role as an an-

chor institution. 

1.3. Having better internal and external communication, (including between Uni-

versity departments), more people can be aware of opportunities relating to 

supply chains in the University. 

 

2. By using advancing technology more effectively, the University can improve their 

current supply chain process through the following recommendations: 

2.1. More collaborative and interdisciplinary research between schools within the 

University and relevant non-university stakeholders e.g. Huawei, Everledger 

2.2. Adoption of Codes of Conduct within existing University institutions to pro-

vide an early framework of technology regulations e.g. uCreate Studio 

2.3. More direct involvement in the business community to de-stigmatise existing 

research and knowledge e.g., the Huawei Deal.  

 

 
 



 
 

8 • Introduction 

Introduction 
 

The term ‘supply chain’ refers to the network of people, activities, information and 

resources involved in delivering a good or service to its consumers (Kenton 2020). The 

term covers both the procurement of the materials required for production and the 

distribution of finished products to the consumer. For a supply chain to be ‘sustainable’, 

it should account for its environmental, social and economic impact at every stage of 

production; it should also encourage good governance practices throughout the life 

cycles of the goods and services in question (BSR 2010).  

The University of Edinburgh’s supply chain policies cover the products that are sup-

plied to the University from manufacturers and passed to a waste disposal contractor 

at the end of their life cycle (The University of Edinburgh, 2021). These goods and 

services include food and beverages at campus cafes, ICT and lab equipment and build-

ing materials for the University’s estates. According to the University, sustainable pro-

curement in supply chains involves “calling for responsible practices in relation to 

workers, environment and society to be followed by our suppliers” (The University of 

Edinburgh, 2021: ‘Supply Chains’). In this instance, supply chain sustainability goes 

beyond accounting for the social and environmental impacts of the product life cycles 

by advocating for socially responsible practices that encourage long-term environmen-

tal, social and economic value for stakeholders beyond the University. 

As we are all students at the University of Edinburgh, we wanted to learn more 

about the University’s sustainability plans, how it manages its supply chains and how 

it works with the local community as an anchor institution. As the University of Edin-

burgh has taken the step to have a department dedicated to Social Responsibility and 

Sustainability (SRS), this has encouraged those linked to the University to think more 

about sustainability and equity at the University and the wider community.  

In this paper, we will first discuss our research methods, looking at our primary 

research findings gathered from interviews with key stakeholders and a survey that 

was distributed amongst students and staff at the University. In addition, events we 

attended will be discussed as well as looking at our secondary research. This is then 

followed by background information about the University of Edinburgh’s current ap-

proach to supply chains, the scope of our research, how the University was affected by 

the Covid-19 pandemic and the current policies in place by the SRS department. This 

paper is then divided into investigating 3 key areas, namely: 

i. The University’s current strategies and policies relating to supply chains 

ii. Community engagement by the University with staff, students and the local 

Edinburgh community. 
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iii. Emerging technology the University could use in the near future as the nature 

of supply chains develops. 

Each section will highlight areas of improvement, providing recommendations to 

make the University’s current strategies more efficient, holistic and ambitious. Each 

recommendation will outline the steps the University can then take for their imple-

mentation. 
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Research Methods 

Survey 
 

To gauge levels of awareness about the University’s supply chain policies, a Google 
Forms survey was distributed through the Buchanan Institute’s Facebook and Insta-
gram pages and the networks of the research team. The survey was also circulated on 
the SRS University mailing lists in order to reach a greater number of staff members. 
Using non-random sampling, the survey received 60 respondents including 52 students, 
7 university staff members and 1 non-University resident of Edinburgh. Student re-
spondents - the majority of whom were undergraduates - represented 21 different 

schools of study, thus providing a relatively representative sample of the student com-
munity.  

 
This was important in informing this report’s policy proposals as it provided valua-

ble insight into the gaps in transparency and community engagement from the univer-
sity. 

 
The survey consisted of eighteen questions divided into three distinct sections, 

namely Community Engagement, Supply Chain Sustainability and Transparency. The 
Community Engagement section was used to establish the current awareness students 
and staff have about the University’s supply chain and procurement policies. To do, 
scale questions and checkbox questions were both used, asking students to demon-

strate their knowledge of certain policies and where they learned about them. The 
‘Supply Chain Sustainability’ section shed light on which sustainability considerations 
are of greatest priority to respondents; the ‘Transparency’ section used a set of ques-

tions to indicate the extent to which respondents agreed with a selection of statements. 
These questions were useful in measuring the extent of transparency from the Univer-

sity about their procurement policies as felt by students and staff.    
 
Respondents to the survey were able to remain anonymous, helping to enhance en-

gagement and take into account ethical considerations.  
 
The quality of the survey data was hampered by a general lack of engagement from 

university staff members and non-university residents of Edinburgh. This was presum-

ably due to the method by which the survey was publicised: Initially, it was distributed 
through the Buchanan Institute’s social media and the research team’s networks, both 
of which are centred around the student University community and have a minimal 
non-university and staff audience. Furthermore, the research was conducted out of 
term times, and so it is assumed that the recipients of the mailing lists (staff and stu-
dents) were less likely to respond to University email communications and find out 
about the survey. Due to the reduced sample sizes for these groups, any conclusions 
that could be drawn based on their responses would be unreliable; therefore, where 
possible, recommendations were made based only on the overall survey trends and 
those of the student group. 
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Meetings, Conferences and Attended Events 
 

To further understand the University’s community engagement practices, members 
of the research team attended the ‘Community Engagement Forum on Community In-
vestment’ video conference. This was a virtual conference that took place on 24th June 
2021 over Microsoft Teams and was hosted by the Edinburgh Local Team. Members of 
the local Edinburgh community attended alongside staff and students, all wanting to 
hear about community investment by the University of Edinburgh. Members of the 
University’s procurement team spoke at the event, as well as the Edinburgh local team 
about community benefits in procurement. In addition, representatives of Edinburgh 
and Fife council spoke about how they were engaging with local community groups. 
This included how the council's development of a centralised portal that displayed op-

portunities for community benefits in procurement was benefiting the community and 
investors. 

 
The research team also attended the ‘Supply Chain & Logistics – Reimagining the 

Supply Chain’ conference hosted by Geospatial World on 23rd June, 2021. The confer-
ence invited several academics, business leaders and innovators from the field of sup-
ply chain management, each of whom discussed their expectations for the future of the 
field. A number of the guest speakers discussed technological trends, including how 
technologies such as blockchain could be harnessed for location-based intelligence to 
improve supply chain efficiency. 
 

Interviews 
 

Various interviews with key stakeholders were also held on the video conferencing 
platform, Zoom, throughout the research programme. One of these interviews was 
with Siôn Pickering, the Sustainable Business and Fairtrade Programme Manager at 
the University’s Social Responsibility and Sustainability Department. Over the course 
of our correspondence, Siôn provided an overview of the University’s various initia-
tives related to Sustainable Procurement and gave us valuable insight into current re-
search efforts aimed at refining existing practices and developing future policies. The 
other interviewees have chosen to remain anonymous. 

 

After the Geospatial World Conference, the team also contacted a number of the 
guest speakers for an interview to expand on their thoughts. Three guest speakers re-
sponded, agreeing to a virtual interview over Zoom. While the Geospatial World Con-
ference was informative, it was primarily focused on harnessing certain technologies 
for supply chain efficiency and cost-reduction; as such, the aim of the interviews was 
to investigate the capacity for each technology to enable sustainability along the supply 
chain. Each interviewee was also asked whether they think a university such as Edin-
burgh (an anchor institution with a large endowment) had a stake in the development 
of their technology; every interviewee responded positively, believing that research 
and development was within the scope and capability of University researchers.  
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Secondary Research 
 

The secondary research consisted of a thorough review of the University’s relevant 
supply chain policies. Most of this information was accessed on the University’s web-
site, specifically on the Department of Social Responsibility and Sustainability’s web 
pages. In establishing the scope, it was also necessary to investigate the University’s 
membership of certain organisations - these include the Advanced Procurement for 
Universities and Colleges Consortium (APUC) and the Scottish Fair Trade Forum, for 
example. 

 
In addition, the secondary research also consisted of a review of existing academic 

literature. For the ‘technology’ section, this was framed by the interviews with speak-

ers from the Geospatial World conference. The interviewees gave their insight into the 
future trends of supply chain management and the capacity for technology-led sustain-
able supply chains; based on these observations, the team looked into several papers 
examining the technologies, including what remains to be researched to shape the rec-
ommendations of this policy. 

 
Furthermore, when researching particular topics relating to community engage-

ment, the research team viewed online materials posted on the University of Edin-
burgh’s social media and the SRS departments. Alongside this, the team researched 
how the University had been affected by the pandemic in relation to supply chains and 
changing dynamics between the University and students. 
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Background: Scope of Research 

In Scope 
 

The University of Edinburgh has developed a number of unilateral strategies and 
policies related to sustainable supply chains. This report will provide a critical analysis 
of the strategies, including: 

• Sustainable Procurement Strategy 
• Zero By 2040 Strategy 
• Fairtrade Policy  
• Conflict Minerals Policy 

• Good Food Policy 
• Palm Oil Policy 
• Modern Slavery Statement  
• Community Benefits in Procurement 
• Waste Strategy  
• Sustainable Travel Policy 

 
The report will then analyse the future projection of supply chain infrastructure, 

given the recent emergence of ‘Industry 4.0’ and its associated technologies. Industry 
4.0, or the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’, is an ongoing revolution where current in-
dustrial processes are becoming more digitised; this is built upon data-driven pro-
cesses such as machine learning, cloudification and big data analytics (Moore, 2019). 

The report will analyse a number of technologies that are being pioneered as part of 
Industry 4.0, evaluating their potential to enable sustainable supply chains. Accord-
ingly, it will provide a series of recommendations on how the University can advance 

the progression of these technologies through research, regulation and engagement 
with the wider business community. 

 

Out of Scope 
 

The University has a number of policies regarding staff and student equality, diver-
sity, and inclusion, which may be considered relevant to sustainable supply chains un-

der the BSR (2010) definition used in this report. However, equality, diversity, and 
inclusion is itself a complex policy area and would require dedicated discussion in a 
separate research project. Therefore, due to the brevity of the Buchanan Institute’s 
Summer Research Programme, this report only includes the equality and workers’ 
rights policies directly relevant to the manufacture and supply of goods to the Univer-
sity. The policies around these topics which were not developed by the Sustainability 
and Social Responsibility Department or the Procurement Department are beyond the 
scope of this report. 

 
The University is also a member of Advanced Procurement for Universities and 
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Colleges (APUC). This is a consortium of Scottish universities and colleges which has 
developed several tools and policies to assess the sustainability of members’ supply 
chains. As a member of APUC which spends over £5 million a year on regulated pro-
curements, the University is obliged to publish a strategy for Sustainable Procurement 
(APUC, 2020). Beyond this obligation, this report will not investigate the University’s 
involvement with APUC due to the brevity of the research programme. This is because 
most of the consortium’s sustainability clauses exist elsewhere in the University’s own 
Sustainable Procurement framework. 
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Discussion 

Overview of the University of Edinburgh’s Strategies and 

Policies 
 

The University of Edinburgh has a range of strategies to embed sustainability into 
its supply chains. These strategies include both long-term targets for social and envi-
ronmental sustainability and the concrete actions that the University will take to meet 
them. This section will summarise each of the University’s relevant strategies and pol-
icies, highlight strategy or policy shortcomings where applicable, and steps the Uni-

versity has taken to address these shortcomings, if any. 
 
An overview of the relationship between the strategies and policies is shown in Fig-

ure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1: The relationship between the University’s sustainable supply chain strategies 
and policies. Arrows indicate that a policy or strategy fulfils the objectives of an over-

arching strategy. For example, the Good Food Policy fulfils the objectives of the Sus-

tainable Procurement Strategy, which in turn fulfils the objectives of the Zero By 2040 
Strategy. 

 

Zero By 2040 Strategy 
 

The Zero by 2040 Strategy is the University’s “institution-wide approach to climate 
change mitigation and adaptation”, with a goal of becoming net-zero in carbon emis-
sions by 2040 (The University of Edinburgh, 2021: ‘Zero by 2040’). Broadly speaking, 
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this strategy encompasses all climate-related policies and initiatives throughout the 
University, including the Sustainable Procurement Strategy and its related policies. 
 
Strategy Shortcomings 
 

According to the Greenhouse Gas Protocol tool, emissions are generally divided into 
3 ‘Scope’ categories (Hertwich and Wood 2018). Scope 1 emissions refer to the direct 
emission of greenhouse gases from controlled sources and Scope 2 emissions to the 
generation of purchased electricity. Under the Greenhouse Gas Protocol Tool, Scope 3 
emissions refer to all other indirect emissions found within the value chain (ibid), 
which includes emissions from purchased goods and services, business travel, waste 
disposal, transportation and distribution (Greenhouse Gas Protocol, 2011). However, 

the University has only measured and reported emissions from “waste, water, and 
business travel” (The University of Edinburgh, 2021: ‘Zero by 2040’), as well as the 
“transmission and distribution of electricity, staff and student commuting” to date as 
part of its Scope 3 emissions (The University of Edinburgh, 2019: ‘Climate change, en-
ergy and utilities’), effectively excluding procurement emissions from its measurement, 
reporting, and ultimately its 2040 emissions reduction target. According to the Carbon 
Disclosure Project, most companies have Scope 3 emissions that are larger than their 
Scope 1 and 2 emissions (Carbon Disclosure Project, 2018), with Scope 3 emissions 
potentially representing the most significant opportunities to influence emissions re-
duction (Greenhouse Gas Protocol, 2011). As such, in order for the University to truly 
minimise its carbon footprint, it is crucial for it to account for all key sources of Scope 

3 emissions in its reporting and target-setting, which would include procurement 

emissions. 
 
Addressing Strategy Shortcomings 
 

The University is aware of this gap in its climate strategy, as acknowledged on their 
carbon emissions reporting webpage and by Siôn Pickering during the interview (The 
University of Edinburgh, 2019: ‘Climate change, energy and utilities’). To address this 
gap, the University is currently assessing the effectiveness of a variety of tools such as 
the Higher Education Supply Chain Emission tool (HESCET), which produces a report 
on the carbon emissions of the various suppliers the University works with and pro-
cures from. This tool could potentially give the University insight into which suppliers 
are generating the highest carbon emissions and support the University’s efforts to 

engage with suppliers to improve their sustainability performance, ultimately helping 
the University reduce its procurement emissions. 

 
Additionally, the University is actively taking steps to reduce procurement and other 

Scope 3 emissions in practice through its Sustainable Procurement Strategy, Sustaina-
ble Travel Policy and other related policies, which will be expanded on below. 
 

Sustainable Procurement Strategy 
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The University’s Sustainable Procurement Strategy lays out how the University aims 
to procure goods and services in ways that “maximise efficiency and effectiveness 
while minimising social, environmental and other risks” (The University of Edinburgh, 
2020: “Sustainable Procurement”). As part of this strategy, the University has focused 
specialised support on managing the procurement of goods and services in high value, 
high volume, and/or high-risk procurement categories, namely:  

• ICT and Small Equipment 
• Lab Consumables 
• Food 
• Estates  
• Travel  

(The University of Edinburgh, 2021: ‘Sustainable Procurement Tools’) 

 
Within each procurement category, the University has used the Sustainable Public 

Procurement Prioritisation tool (SPPt) to identify Social Responsibility and Sustaina-
bility (SRS) considerations, which are essentially the various environmental and social 
risks and opportunities present in each category. The framework used to identify SRS 
considerations aligns with the Scottish Government’s Sustainable Procurement Guid-
ance, which in turn draws on Scotland’s National Outcomes and Indicators framework 
(Scottish Government, 2018). The SRS considerations for each of the procurement cat-
egories are detailed in each of the procurement category briefs, which are publicly 
available on the University’s procurement website, except for the Estates category 
which is currently being developed.  

 

Table 1 details the framework used by the University to identify SRS considerations 
in each procurement category: 
 
Table 1: Framework used by the University to identify the relevant SRS considerations 
in each procurement category. This table was produced using the definitions provided 
by the Scottish Government in their Sustainable Procurement Guidance for public sec-

tor procurement 
 

SRS Considera-
tion 

This consideration is relevant when: 

Climate change Products in procurement are known to be energy/carbon inten-

sive in production; 
 
Procuring energy-using equipment or services that use energy in 

their delivery; 
 
Products being procured may be vulnerable to the effects of cli-
mate change and for which climate resilience is important; 
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Vehicles are being procured, or vehicles are used in the delivery 
of a product or service. 

Materials Procuring products or services that contain scarce or unsustain-
able materials; 
 
Procuring products or services from sources that may be vulner-
able to supply disruption. 

Waste Procurement may result in the production of waste. 

Hazardous ma-
terials and 

emissions 

Procuring products or services that may be potentially hazard-
ous, and/or there is an opportunity to minimise the use of such 

materials or emissions that arise from their use. 

Biosecurity Procurement may impact food safety, animal or plant health, for 
example by promoting the transmission of infectious diseases in 
crops and livestock. 

Biodiversity Procurement poses risks to biodiversity, for example if products 
being procured are derived from materials taken from poten-
tially vulnerable ecosystems; 
 
Procurement presents opportunities to enhance biodiversity, for 
example by protecting and enhancing Scotland’s natural re-

sources. 

Heritage Procurement negatively impacts Scotland’s historic and/or pro-
tected areas; 

 
Procurement presents opportunities to enhance Scotland’s pro-
tected areas or the public’s use of them. 

Water Products being procured are known to be water intensive in 
their production; 
 
Procuring water using equipment, or services that use water in 
their delivery. 

Employment, 
skills and train-
ing 

Procurement presents opportunities to generate employment 
and training opportunities; 
 
Procurement presents opportunities to involve SMEs, the third 
sector, and supported businesses. 

Communities Procurement presents positive or negative impacts on communi-
ties that will require community consultation; 
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Procurement presents opportunities to enhance communities 
through the encouragement of community initiatives and regen-
eration of disadvantaged communities. 

Equality Procurement presents opportunities to prevent discrimination, 
harassment and victimisation, and to advance equality out-
comes. 

Fair work prac-
tices 

Procurement presents opportunities to address fair work prac-
tices, including the (real) living wage. 

Fairly and ethi-
cally traded 

Procuring products or services where there may be concerns 
about human rights, working conditions, and worker exploita-

tion in the supply chain; 
 
Procuring products that may contain conflict minerals. 

Health and 

safety 

Procurement may positively or negatively impact health and 

safety, including the physical and mental health and wellbeing of 
users. 

Security and 
crime 

Procuring products or services where there may be concerns re-
garding security and crime. 

 
(Scottish Government, 2018) 

 
To address the SRS considerations identified in each procurement category, the Uni-

versity has developed various policies that target specific areas of concern. The rele-
vant policies are: the Fairtrade Policy, Conflict Minerals Policy, Good Food Policy, 
Palm Oil Policy, Modern Slavery Statement, Community Benefits in Procurement, 

and the Sustainable Travel Policy, which will be elaborated on later on in this section. 
For example, some key concerns within the ICT and Small Equipment procurement 
category are the presence of poor working conditions and the use of conflict minerals 
in supply chains; the Modern Slavery Statement and Conflict Minerals Policy commit 
the University to address each of these concerns respectively. 

 
Apart from this, the Sustainable Procurement Strategy also commits the University 

to prioritising social responsibility and sustainability considerations when selecting 
suppliers and awarding contracts, and ensuring that these considerations are also met 
in all collaborative buying arrangements the University enters into. 
 

Fairtrade Policy 
 

Fairtrade certified products are fairly priced to ensure that the farmers and workers 
have decent working conditions, promote local environmental sustainability, and trade 
their produce on fair terms (Fairtrade Foundation, n.d.). As part of its Fairtrade Policy, 
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the University is committed to purchasing and promoting Fairtrade products and par-
ticipating in Fairtrade research (The University of Edinburgh, 2020: ‘Fair trade’). To 
implement this policy, the University is continuing to expand the range of Fairtrade 
options in all catering outlets and shops while participating in Fairtrade Fortnight. The 
University is also a member of the Scottish Fair Trade Forum and Edinburgh Fair Trade 
City Group. The Scottish Fair Trade Forum works with higher education institutions to 
promote the use of Fair Trade (Scottish Fair Trade Forum, 2017) and is more broadly 
aimed at making Scotland a ‘Fair Trade’ nation, where all authority areas and cities 
have an active Fair Trade working group (ibid).  
 
Policy Shortcomings 
 

While Fairtrade generally advocates for fair working conditions and the ethical trad-
ing of products, Fairtrade in its current state has been criticised for contributing fur-
ther to social injustices. For example, to be Fairtrade certified, producer organisations 
need to be able to afford certification fees and meet certain standards in terms of 
farmer skills and education. As a result, Griffiths (2011) argues that eligibility favours 
already generally well-off middle- or higher-earning farmers and producers, thus it is 
further disadvantageous to those in absolute poverty who are most in need of this sup-
port.  Furthermore, while the Fairtrade Foundation monitors the price paid to export-
ers (ibid), it fails to monitor or control how much of the extra money charged onto 
Fairtrade products actually reaches the farmers who produced them, leaving them vul-
nerable to the risk of exploitation. Although significantly more research is required, 

Mendoza and Bastiaensen (2003) estimate that only 1.6-18% of surpluses charged onto 

Fairtrade products in the UK actually reach the farmers themselves. 
 
Addressing Policy Shortcomings 
 

While there are serious underlying issues to be found within the existing Fairtrade 
model centred around securing a minimum price for products, it is not within the Uni-
versity’s capacity to attempt an overhaul of the model by itself. Nonetheless, the re-
search team recommends that the University keeps updated on latest developments in 
the Fairtrade debate through continued research and dialogues with stakeholders, es-
pecially the smallholder farmers who the Fairtrade model is intended to benefit. The 
University should exert its influence as an anchor institution to encourage further in-
vestigation on these issues within public procurement networks, and advocate for 

switching to an alternative model for securing fairness in trade if this option is backed 
by research.  

 
The University does indeed commit to continuing research on fairness in trade in its 

Fair Trade policy, which goes beyond merely stocking Fairtrade items in shops. The 
Social Responsibility and Sustainability Department will also conduct regular reviews 
of the University’s overall approach to fairness in trade. Beyond its Fair Trade Policy, 
the University takes other measures to ensure fair working conditions in its supply 
chains, including but not limited to implementing its Modern Slavery Statement, Con-
flict Minerals Policy, and being a founding member of ElectronicsWatch. Key 
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environmental and social sustainability impacts in the procurement of food products 
are also accounted for specifically through its Good Food Policy. Thus, the Fair Trade 
Policy can be seen as just one of many initiatives by the University to ensure ethical 
and responsible purchasing by pursuing globally-recognised standards wherever pos-
sible.  
  

Furthermore, despite the shortcomings of the Fair Trade model, the University’s 
participation in Fairtrade’s various initiatives, such as the Fairtrade University and 
College Award and Fairtrade Fortnight, not only encourages staff and students to think 
more about the supply chains of the products they purchase, but also to engage with 
the University’s ethical and sustainable practices more generally. Adopting the Fair 
Trade Policy thus provides benefits in spite of the flawed Fairtrade model and should 

be further refined rather than abandoned going forward. 
 

Conflict Minerals Policy 
 

In the University’s policy, conflict minerals are defined as ‘minerals [that are] mined 
in conflict zones and used by armed groups to fund armed conflict; the most common 
instances of this tend to come from the extraction of tantalum, tungsten, tin, and gold 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and surrounding states (The University of 
Edinburgh, 2019: ‘Conflict minerals’). The University’s definition extends beyond this 
region and considers any mineral a ‘conflict mineral’ if it has funded an armed conflict, 
regardless of location or mineral type. 

 

Under the Conflict Minerals Policy, the University is committed to eradicating con-
flict minerals from purchased goods. Their methods include investigating suppliers’ 
efforts to combat conflict minerals in the tender process and requesting detailed pro-
gress updates at supplier contract management meetings (The University of Edinburgh, 
2019: ‘Conflict minerals’). As these minerals are frequently used in the manufacturing 

of electronic products as well as in some laboratory settings at the University, this 
policy most directly concerns the ICT and Lab equipment procurement categories. 
 

Good Food Policy 
 

The Good Food Policy is the University’s institution-wide approach to providing 
“healthy, sustainable and affordable food to the University community” (The Univer-

sity of Edinburgh, 2021: “Good Food Policy”). This policy commits the University to 
take action in 5 key areas: sourcing of food and drink in environmentally, socially, and 
economically sustainable ways; providing high quality, healthy, affordable food that 
enhances staff and student wellbeing; ensuring that food supply chains are environ-
mentally and socially responsible; supporting learning, teaching, and research initia-
tives related to Good Food; and showing leadership and creating a Good Food culture 
that reflects the values of staff and students.  

 
To adhere to these commitments, the university has taken a number of actions. These 

include: sourcing seasonal produce from the local community; offering vegetarian and 
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vegan options in all campus cafes; minimising food and packaging waste wherever 
possible and promoting fair working conditions amongst suppliers. 
 
 
 

Palm Oil Policy 
 

Palm Oil is an edible vegetable oil that is harvested primarily in South-East Asia; it 
is used in up to 50% of all packaged products, and also has a potential capacity to serve 
as a biofuel in the future struggle for sustainable energy security (Corley, 2008; WWF, 
2020). Recognising the harmful environmental and social impacts of unsustainable 
palm oil production such as that of biodiversity loss and exploitative labour practices, 

the Palm Oil Policy commits the University to “purchasing products that contain sus-
tainably sourced palm oil wherever possible [and] contributing to wider engagement 
and progress on this issue” (The University of Edinburgh, 2019: ‘Palm Oil’). The main 
procurement categories involved in this policy are cleaning and food products, but re-
quirements for palm oil sustainability must also be included in all relevant tenders 
directly managed by the University. 

 
To uphold the policy, the University collaborates with other UK universities to im-

prove awareness and action on palm oil sustainability; it also assesses the sustainabil-
ity of its palm oil via the ‘rigorous, independently verified’ certification scheme devel-
oped by the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO).  
 

Policy Shortcomings 
 

The main shortcoming of the Palm Oil Policy is the University’s use of the RSPO 
certification, as the certification has been criticised as ‘superficial’ and ineffective by a 
number of NGO investigations in recent years. The University has acknowledged the 

existence of such critiques of the RSPO standard in their Palm Oil Briefing (2019), such 
as the RSPO’s failure to uphold standards on labour rights, forest protection, and com-
munity land rights (Kusumaningtyas, 2018; Environmental Agency & Grassroots, 
2019). Moreover, the provisions under the RSPO certification do not prohibit the con-
version of secondary forests (biomes which are regenerating under significant human 
disturbance) to plantations; as a result, these habitats receive no protection under the 
provisions, exacerbating the issues of land grabbing and miscommunication to local 

leaders (Cortlett, 1995; ibid.).  
 
However, the University has also justified in their Palm Oil Briefing why a boycott 

of Palm Oil is not a sustainable alternative at this point of time, citing that oil palm 
yields much more oil per a given area of land compared to other oil crops, and banning 
palm oil would simply “[displace] deforestation and other environmental impacts onto 
other regions” (The University of Edinburgh, 2019: “Palm Oil Briefing”). Such a move 
would also disrupt the livelihoods of the millions of people that currently rely on palm 
oil production (ibid). Furthermore, the University acknowledges that the RSPO’s latest 
Principles and Criteria for the Production of Sustainable Palm Oil (2018) has been 
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updated with stricter requirements (although the Environmental Investigation 
Agency’s 2019 report found that the updated P&C has not been adequately imple-
mented by the RSPO (Environmental Agency & Grassroots, 2019). Thus, the University 
maintains that using RSPO-certified palm oil as the most sustainable option at the mo-
ment, and is committed to conducting further research into the complex trade-offs as-
sociated with this issue with students and academic colleagues. 
 

Modern Slavery Statement 
 

The University’s Modern Slavery Statement outlines the University’s “zero-toler-
ance approach to slavery and human trafficking in all forms” and its commitment to 
“protecting and respecting human rights” (The University fo Edinburgh, 2020: “Mod-

ern slavery”). The statement addresses all people working in University campuses and 
supply chains, fundraising activities, investments, research, teaching and partnerships. 
To uphold these commitments, the University formed a Modern Slavery Working 
Group in 2016. The Group is composed of diverse representatives across the University 
who meet three times a year to discuss the threat of modern slavery in the University’s 
sphere of influence. Topics include the discussion of progress reports, potential meth-
ods of risk reduction and how to implement the identified actions, and report on pro-
gress. So far, the Group has integrated modern slavery provisions into the University’s 
terms and conditions for purchasing contracts; it has also played a founding role in 
Electronics Watch, an organisation that monitors working conditions in ICT goods fac-
tories. The University has also developed a Modern Slavery Awareness online training 
course that is open to all students and mandatory for all staff members involved with 

approving the University’s financial transactions.   
 

Community Benefits in Procurement 
 

For projects costing over £4 million, the University is expected to consider the po-
tential benefits of procurement from particular contracts/suppliers on the local com-
munity. Following EU and Scottish statutes, these benefits can include training oppor-
tunities, subcontracting work to local contractors or environmental benefits, to name 
a few (The University of Edinburgh, 2021 :‘Community Benefits in Procurement: Policy 
& Guidance’). Although the University does make an effort to include community ben-
efits in procurement below £4 million (anything above £50,000), there is currently no 
requirement for this to be the case (The University of Edinburgh, 2021 :‘Community 

Benefits in Procurement: Policy & Guidance’ : pg3). 
 

Sustainable Travel Policy 
 

The University’s Sustainable Travel Policy was developed to minimise the environ-
mental impacts, improve staff and student wellbeing, and reduce expenditure from 
staff and students’ business travel (The University of Edinburgh, 2021: “Sustainable 
Travel Policy (2021)”). To achieve this, the policy is centred around a 'travel hierarchy', 
an organised structure that promotes alternatives to private travel (The University of 
Edinburgh, 2021: “Key Policy Principles”). Under the policy, students and staff are 
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obliged to use virtual collaboration tools (such as conference calls and videos) where 
possible in order to avoid travel; where this is not possible, they are expected to select 
the most sustainable option available from the hierarchy. The travel hierarchy is or-
dered from most to least sustainable as 'public transport', 'car sharing' , 'private car 
usage' and 'air travel' (ibid). The policy also focuses on sequestering the remaining 
emissions from business travel. This policy was approved by the University Executive 
in March 2021 and is due to launch in later 2021. 
 

Waste Strategy 
 

Separately, the University’s Waste Strategy also contributes to achieving the emis-
sion reduction goals of the Zero By 2040 Strategy by setting out how the University 

will become a zero waste University.  
 
The Waste Strategy details the University’s approach to becoming a zero waste Uni-

versity. It is based on the principles of a ‘circular economy’ and the implementation of 
3R principles (reusing, reducing, and recycling) into waste management (The Univer-
sity of Edinburgh, 2019: ‘Waste Strategy’). The University has taken a number of steps 
to embed sustainability into their waste management policies: These include the adop-
tion of a waste hierarchy (prevention, reuse, recycling, other recovery, and disposal 
from most to least sustainable) and initiatives to reuse PCs and furniture around Uni-
versity estates. Currently, around 99% of waste is diverted from landfills, but the Uni-
versity has set a variety of targets in line with this hierarchy: For example, they aim to 
recycle 70% of all waste by 2025, and fully implement a circular economy approach by 

2035. 
 
The University’s commitments are being upheld by ongoing initiatives and, in some 

cases, trials and research into opportunities for further action. For example, the Uni-
versity runs the ‘Warp It’ platform, an internal reuse network that allows staff and 

PhD students to redistribute waste resources such as cartridges, stationery, and elec-
trical equipment (The University of Edinburgh, 2021: ‘Join Warp It’). The University’s 
Warp It homepage reports that using Warp It since 2014 has helped the University 
cumulatively avoid about 71,000kg of waste and save more than 1 million kg of CO2 
(Warp It, n.d). This aligns with the Waste Strategy’s objective of reducing the amount 
of waste going directly to landfill sites.  
 

Evaluation of Policies 
 

As a whole, the University of Edinburgh comprehensively addresses key environ-
mental and social sustainability issues through its various supply chain policies. 
Through the Sustainable Procurement Strategy and the Zero By 2040 Strategy, the 
University has identified the relevant SRS risks and opportunities within its supply 
chains, and the various policies in turn address all the SRS considerations identified 
within these strategies. Figure 2 below shows how each policy addresses the relevant 
SRS considerations: 
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Figure 2: Evaluation of the University’s policies. A green dot indicates that a particular 

policy addresses the relevant SRS consideration 
 

As demonstrated by figure 2, each SRS consideration is addressed except for herit-
age and biosecurity, for which the University has not identified any obvious risks or 
opportunities in any of the procurement categories. Additionally, the previous section 

expanded on the gaps in several of the strategies and policies like the Zero By 2040 
Strategy and the Palm Oil Strategy and highlighted the steps that the University is al-
ready taking to address these gaps, which are sufficient at the moment.  

 
However, one other aspect of sustainable supply chains that requires consideration 

is the ease with which all this information about the University’s strategies, policies, 
and initiatives can be accessed, particularly by staff, students, and the wider Edinburgh 
community who are key stakeholders in the University’s supply chains. While most of 
the information provided in the report thus far was taken from University websites 
and publications, it required a few days of consistent research for our team to gain a 
clear understanding of how the various strategies, policies, and initiatives related to 
each other. This sentiment about the difficulty of accessing information was reflected 

in the results of our staff and student engagement survey, and likely contributes to a 
lack of community engagement in developing and implementing the University’s sup-
ply chain policies. This issue is expanded on in the next section. 
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Community Engagement 
 

Impacts of COVID-19 
 

The ‘Community Engagement Forum on Community Investment’ conference high-
lighted a key struggle that many University departments now face - how to convey 
engaging information in a purely digital space. University departments must now re-
sort to conveying information through web pages, documents and social media pages, 
rather than hosting in-person events or talks. After an emergency period of cancelling 
many exams in May 2020, many lecturers had to learn how to use new technology to 
teach their students (Lawrence, 2021).  

 

Not only has the new virtual environment inhibited the University’s abilities to con-
vey information, but the nature of their student audience has changed. For the past 
academic year, the majority of campus facilities have remained closed in line with the 
Scottish Government’s COVID-19 restrictions. As demonstrated by Mind (2021), 73% 

of students said that their mental health declined in lockdown as a result. Faced with 
new anxieties related to the pandemic and their own student experience, the student 
community now provides less of an active role in scrutinising the University and their 
policies. In other words, students are more apathetic towards the University’s sustain-
ability policies and the decision-making processes involved. This has created a positive 
feedback loop where engagement was already low but is continually reduced by the 
difficulties of the digital space and the increasing dissatisfaction of the student com-
munity.  

 
Thus, it is essential that efforts are made to restore a level of community engage-

ment with the University's policies. Doing so would re-empower the student commu-
nity to scrutinise and ensure that the University's policies are being maintained at a 
level of proficiency; in turn, they would become more satisfied with their student ex-
perience as the university's actions are publicised, rewarding the university for ena-
bling sustainable supply chains. 
 

Survey Findings 
 

As discussed earlier in the ‘Research Methods’ section, a survey was conducted to 
measure student and staff levels of awareness about the University’s supply chain pol-

icies. The survey used a variety of indicators to measure the University’s levels of 
transparency and engagement with its wider communities. This section will analyse 
and discuss the results of that survey.  

 

Transparency 
 

As demonstrated by Figure 3, 53.3% of survey respondents felt unable to easily 
access information on supply chain policies, while only 25% felt that they could easily 
access this information. Not only that, the majority of student respondents also felt 
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that the University’s efforts to engage students in its procurement practices were in-
sufficient. This is demonstrated by Figure 4, where 33% of respondents claimed to 
have absolutely no knowledge of the University’s supply chain policies. 
 

 
Figure 3: A bar chart showing respondents’ perceived ability to access information 

about the University’s procurement policies. 

 

 
Figure 4: A bar chart showing respondents’ perceived ability to access information 

about the University’s procurement policies 
 

As implied by these results, current information channels are failing to efficiently 
convey information about the policies to the wider community. This could be due to 
the recent transition to online information channels in response to the COVID-19 pan-
demic; or, it could represent a longer-term lack of publicity on the supply chain policies 
the University has in place and the progress that has been made. 
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Student Engagement with the University’s Supply Chains 
 

As demonstrated by Figure 5, nearly half of respondents expressed a lack of or min-
imal awareness of the various supply chain policies at the University. More specifically, 
less than 5% of respondents were aware of certain policies such as the Palm Oil Policy, 
Community Benefits in Procurement Policy and Conflict Minerals Policy. Meanwhile, 
the Zero by 2040 Policy was the most widely known policy, with 60% of respondents 
claiming to be aware of it. 

 
Figure 5: A bar chart showing respondents’ awareness of each of the University’s sup-

ply chain policies. 
 

The results of Figure 5 could be justified based on the COVID-19 pandemic, as dis-
cussed - due to reductions in student satisfaction as a whole, they are less compelled 
to seek out the information that is available to them. However, Figure 6 demonstrates 
that there is also an issue with the information being conveyed and the opportunities 
for student involvement: As the figure shows, just over 80% of respondents felt that 
they were unable to contribute meaningfully towards the University’s supply chain 
policies; this is further demonstrated by Figure 7, where 80% of student respondents 
felt that the University’s attempts to engage students are insufficient. These figures 
are concerned with what respondents feel like they could do rather than what they 
currently do, and so its results are less related to their apathy as a result of the pan-
demic; given that 46.7% of respondents strongly attributed this lack of involvement to 
the university, there is clearly a student population who are still seeking information 

and would engage with opportunities to contribute. 
 
It could be argued that the conclusions drawn from Figure 6 and Figure 7 are a 

result of the opportunistic sampling method - students may have chosen to answer the 
survey about the University’s supply chain policies out of a desire to engage with those 
policies. However, this observation does not affect the validity of the findings. The 
wider factors, such as the pandemic and its effects on engagement, have affected all 
students whether they chose to respond or not. As a result, the data clearly indicates 
that the lack of community engagement cannot be attributed to one party. There is a 
wider issue of student apathy and lack of desire to seek out the information (as implied 
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by Figure 5); however, it is certainly paired with a lack of clarity and efficient com-
munication from the University itself (as implied by Figure 6 and Figure 7). 

 
Figure 6: A bar chart showing the respondents’ perceived ability to contribute towards 

decision-making in University supply chains. 
 

 
Figure 7: A bar chart showing the respondents’ perceptions of the University’s efforts 

to engaged students in its procurement practices. 

 

Significance of Results 
 

As demonstrated by figure 8, over 80% of respondents indicated that they wished 
to be informed of the University’s policies; this is furthered by figure 9, which indicates 
that 80% of respondents were interested in having a greater involvement in the de-
velopment of the University’s sustainable procurement policies. When paired with the 
findings previously presented, there is undoubtedly a body of students who are at-
tempting to remain engaged with the University’s sustainable supply chain policies. 
These results can be explained by Varnham et al.’s (2018) argument that students 
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should be considered as stakeholders in the development, management and govern-
ance of University policies. They argue that effective student engagement not only im-
proves the quality and standards of the University, but its students also benefit from 
enhanced personal development and employability (ibid.). Following this argument, 
the student community has a clear stake in the development of supply chain policies. 
Furthermore, as one of the main consumer groups in University supply chains, stu-
dents would reasonably want a stake in how the production and distribution of goods 
and services are regulated to benefit society and the planet. 
 

 
Figure 8: A bar chart showing the respondents’ perceptions of the University’s efforts 

to engaged students in its procurement practices. 
 

 
Figure 9: A bar chart showing respondents’ desires to have an involvement with the 

University’s sustainable procurement policies. 
 

Further, the Social Responsibility and Sustainability Department have themselves 
suggested that students consider institutional sustainability when deciding their 
higher education institution (Social Responsibility & Sustainability, 2018). Following 
this suggestion, a greater transparency of knowledge between students and the Uni-
versity would help to streamline this process. By reducing the asymmetry of infor-
mation between parties, students would be able to ‘vote with their dollar’ more 
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effectively, rewarding more sustainable institutions with increased interest; in turn, 
universities would have a business incentive to produce innovative and exhaustive sus-
tainability policies to attract their ‘votes’ (Dunlap and Brulle, 2015). Thus, meaningful 
student engagement is crucial to the University's sustainability policy.  
 

As a result, the data clearly shows a trend that aligns with Varnham et al.’s (2018) 
argument. The current student community as a whole has a low level of engagement 
and knowledge about the University’s policies; however, due to their desires for insti-
tutional sustainability and personal development, they have a vested interest in chang-
ing this. This highlights the necessity of a community engagement policy to improve 
the quality of information being conveyed through online channels and to make long-
term improvements to student satisfaction. 

 
Beyond this policy proposal, the need for student engagement is also expressed in 

the work of Sparqs (Student Partnerships in Quality Scotland). This is a publicly funded 
agency aiming to foster meaningful student engagement in Scottish higher education 
institutions. Sparqs has several key aims: To develop collaborative relationships be-
tween staff and students to stimulate discussions about enhancing the learning expe-
rience; to instigate a solutions-based focus in higher education, where students play 
an active role in governance and policymaking; and to support the establishment of 
representative systems through which a range of student voices can be heard (Sparqs, 
strategic plan, 2019-2022). These principles provide a strong basis from which stu-
dents can play a role in the development and governance of procurement and sustain-

ability policies.  

 

Staff and Local Community Engagement with the University’s Supply Chains 
 

Aside from the survey, the research team also gained an insight into how University 
staff play a role in managing the University’s supply chains. The ‘Community Engage-

ment Forum on Community Investment’ conference highlighted a general lack of com-
munication between University staff and the local Edinburgh community. When con-
cluding contracts costing over £4 million for instance, under the Community Benefits 
in Procurement Policy, the University is obliged to select suppliers based on the poten-
tial benefits to the local community. However, the University’s procurement team re-
ported that they were not always informed about the particular demands of local com-
munity groups; as a result, some community groups were not able to access support 

through community benefits that they could be eligible for. Moreover, various Univer-
sity representatives felt that they could maximise their impacts if they were more in-
formed of the issues faced by the local community. 

 
To tackle this issue, it was suggested that a centralised portal system for upcoming 

opportunities and projects regarding investments, internships and tech accessibility 
should be developed; this would allow staff in the University to be better informed of 
current opportunities where they could be engaging with the Edinburgh community 
more. Moreover, the creation of such a centralised system would allow the community 
to better communicate their needs and how the University could help. This would allow 
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the University of Edinburgh community to have a greater awareness of issues outside 
the University bubble, in the city of Edinburgh, and how they can get involved. 
 

Use of Technology 
 

The previous two sections focused on how the University, as an anchor institution, 
can improve its current supply chain policies and stimulate engagement with them. 
This section looks at the network of supply chains as a whole and considers how future 
trends in technology will re-configure current assumptions - by observing these trends, 
changes in the University’s role over time can be inferred. 

 

Since the end of 2019, the global proliferation of COVID-19 has led to the breakdown 
of many supply chains due to disparities in national strategy between different coun-
tries. For example, when China had its first lockdown, companies struggled to com-
plete orders as they could no longer get the items from China needed to fulfill their 
orders (Kilpatrick, 2021). Demand for certain products also changed. One example of 
supply chain disruption is the huge amount of food stockpiling that took place in the 
UK as food retailers were slow to ration out essential items such as pasta (Wentworth, 
2020). This showed a lack of food resilience in the UK that led to many supermarkets 
having empty shelves. Although these cases may seem distant to the University of Ed-
inburgh, it underpins on a larger scale the disruptions that supply chains have had 
throughout the pandemic. 
 

Industry 4.0 
 
Initially, Taboada and Shee (2020) anticipate that next-generation supply chains 

will be built on the infrastructure of ‘Industry 4.0’. This term refers to an ongoing 
revolution in industrial manufacturing, placing an increasing emphasis on digitization, 
machine learning, big data analytics and cloudification, to name a few (Moore, 2019). 

 
A key feature of Industry 4.0 is its potential capacity to tackle the sectoral distribu-

tion of global supply chains. Rao (1986) demonstrated that international inequality is 
tied to the resource dependency of developing states and the concentration of con-
sumption-led growth in more developed states. This is related to the infrastructure of 
the global supply chain, where a product’s value as a consumer good is far greater than 

the raw components going into it (ibid.). However, Industry 4.0 could tackle this struc-
ture in two ways: By globally shifting an industrial, commodity-based global economy 
to a digital, information-led one, and by decreasing supply chain lengths to form a 
more interconnected, neural network of chains (Tatham et al., 2014; Saberi et al., 2019). 
By creating more localized supply chains, the product is consumed (and value is added) 
nearer to where the primary goods are cultivated. This provides the potential to create 
consumer bases in the developing world, allowing for more resilient economies to 
emerge. Furthermore, some of the technologies investigated in this report offer the 
potential to scrutinise the social aspects of production; this may be the working hours 
of factory workers or the accounts of mineral extraction companies. Thus, Industry 4.0 
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can offer a variety of ways to bring about social, environmental and governance-based 
sustainability. 

 
This section will analyse a number of technologies expected to fit into the Industry 

4.0 framework. It will provide an insight into their current capabilities, avenues for 
improvement and the feasibility of the University having an influence over them. 
 

The Blockchain 
 

The blockchain is an interface network of registrars, standard-making organisations, 
certifiers and actors (Saberi et al., 2019). It consists of a non-editable database of dig-
ital contracts that have been signed between parties, creating an immutable record of 

all digital events that have been executed (ibid.). Therefore, the record can equip sup-

ply chains with a level of traceability; due to the immutability of the record, unethical 
or environmentally detrimental suppliers can be detected, allowing for increased se-
lectivity and transparency of knowledge. When used alongside sustainability criteria, 
there is thus a capacity to tackle some of the factors outlined in the Sustainability Pro-
curement document from a more empirical perspective (Adams et al., 2018). 
 
Relevance to Supply Chain Sustainability 

 
Nonetheless, there are many community concerns which can be addressed by block-

chain technology. As Figure 10 demonstrates, over 80% of respondents listed ‘Climate 
Change’ as a major priority in sustainability considerations, nearly 60% listed ‘Work-

ers’ Rights’ and 30% listed ‘Health and Safety’. Further, interviewees from the field of 
supply chain management revealed an increasing consumer demand to know more 
about the products they buy.  

 
Blockchain technology can address all of these concerns; for example, under ‘Con-

flict Minerals Policy, 4.1.b.’, the University commits to ‘requesting detailed progress 
updates on conflict minerals at supplier contract management meetings’. At the mo-
ment, these progress updates are built upon the trust that suppliers will provide rele-
vant, up-to-date and sufficient information, but this information is inherently asym-
metric. The blockchain, by storing a ledger of mineral certifications and transactions, 
removes the variable of trust to conduct more rigorous checks in a more public API 
environment. This is just one example of the capacities of the technology.  
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Figure 10: For the majority of respondents, climate change was highlighted as being of 

high priority to them when managing a supply chain. 
 

Blockchain technology has also been praised as a means of mitigating the supply 

chain-related issues that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pan-
demic, supermarkets became understocked because suppliers had overvalued stock 
levels in the warehouses. This was because players along the supply chain had not 
accurately calculated their inventories; as current supply chain infrastructure is built 
upon a level of trust in other players, the miscalculations were not accounted for. 
Blockchain technology could have mitigated this by moving inventory APIs from a pro-

tected to a public environment, removing the variable of ‘trust’ altogether. 
 
Current Issues 

 
Primarily, blockchain technology is hampered by a phenomenon known as ‘block-

chain bloat’; this occurs where data accumulates and storage requirements for the 
ledger eventually become unmanageable (Wilkinson et al., 2014). This is a particular 
issue for smaller companies, who may not have the infrastructure to handle large data 
sets in real-time. To verify a transaction as valid, it is broadcast to a number of nodes, 
51% of which need to approve its validity - this process is known as ‘mining’ (Goldston, 
2019). Theoretically, any network member can become a ‘miner’, and blocks are vali-
dated by whichever member has the computational power to do so the fastest - by 

creating this competition between network members, the blockchain remains secure 
(Adams et al., 2018). However, in its current state, mining is not subject to financial 
regulation in the UK, making it vulnerable to what Beikverdi et al. (2015) refer to as a 
‘51% attack’. This occurs where mining power becomes increasingly concentrated in 
large ‘mining pools’, exposing the blockchain to collusive activity between nodes (Yli-
Huumo et al., 2016). As a result, 46% of Bitcoin transactions occur in the informal 
economy to deliberately evade tax obligations (Foley et al., 2019).  

 
Mining, by inviting network members to essentially pit computational power 

against each other, is also a very environmentally degrading process (Adams et al., 
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2018). While, as established, it improves blockchain security by forcing potential at-
tackers to become ‘miners’, it invites community members to disregard the efficiency 
and energy-saving potential of their systems; as a result, Aste (2016) estimates that 
mining consumes 1 billion watts of energy every second. 

 
Finally, the technical capabilities of blockchain technology are appreciated with 

minimal resistance (Atzori, 2015). However, there is very little political consensus over 
the means of realising these capabilities, the degree of regulation and the feasibility of 
individual blockchains such as bitcoin. Atzori (2015), for example, believes that com-
plete blockchain deregulation could create a new elite of code developers, relying on 
their own knowledge of the system to reduce politics to one data-driven ‘truth’. Con-
versely, Shanaev et al. (2020) purport that blockchain regulation and anti-money laun-

dering/collusion legislation are in fact counter-productive for consumer satisfaction 
(ibid.) It is important to remember, as stated by Kranzberg (1986), that technology 
itself does not have a political leaning; however, blockchain in particular has not ade-
quately bridged political divides to realise its own capacity for sustainable supply 
chains. 
 
Current Efforts of the University 

 
The University runs the Blockchain Technology Lab, a Research and Development 

network created in 2016 through Input/Output HK. The network researches blockchain 
technologies in collaboration with government and industry partners, publishing pa-

pers on computation requirements, transaction confirmation times and malpractice 

(Kerber et al., 2021; Karayannidis et al., 2021; Chakravarty et al., 2021). The Lab also 
runs two courses in the School of Informatics: ‘Introduction to Modern Cryptography 
(INFR11131)’ and ‘Blockchains and Distributed Ledgers (INFR11144)’. It is partnered 
with and funded by the European Commission Horizon 2020 initiative, the Engineering 
and Physical Sciences Research Council, Intel, Huawei, National and Kapodistrian Uni-
versity of Athens and Input/Output HK. 
 
Recommendations 
 
1. More Collaborative Research and Communication 

 
The activities of the Lab are not mentioned anywhere in the University’s Sustainable 

Procurement Strategy or any of its affiliated provisions. Therefore, it can be assumed 
that much of the Lab’s research is not set within the framework of sustainable supply 
chains. Therefore, considering the potential for blockchain technology to enable sus-
tainable supply chains, there needs to be more holistic communication between poli-
cymakers and blockchain researchers at the University. The researchers should also 
come from a variety of Schools within the University, such as the Schools of Social and 
Political Science and Economics. For each new iteration of blockchain technology, the 
effects on business efficiency and sustainability need to be researched which are areas 
of expertise for these schools. From here, more concrete policies can be produced on 
the limits of the technology and the degree of regulation required. However, the 
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current research is funded by the European Commission Horizon 2020 Initiative, 
which focuses particularly on technical innovation; as such, the research team has con-
sidered that funding for this more holistic, collaborative research may be hard to pro-
cure (The University of Edinburgh, 2021). Nonetheless, the Sustainable Procurement 
Policy should be updated to at least acknowledge the work of the Lab and demonstrate 
some of the potential benefits outlined in this proposal. 
 
2. Investing in and Collaboration with Digital Transparency Companies  

 
As established, firms such as Everledger use blockchain technology to provide ledg-

ers of mineral certification and transaction history (Greenspan, 2015). As a result, pro-
visions such as Modern Slavery Statements and Conflict Minerals policies can be given 

a more empirical backing (ibid.). The University should therefore begin to commit to 
the adoption of this technology into its Procurement policies. Firms such as Everledger, 
via investment or otherwise, offer an opportunity to conduct more rigorous progress 
checks in the interest of sustainable procurement. By committing to collaboration with 
such companies and mentioning the work of the Lab, the University’s sustainable pro-
curement policies would demonstrate a clear acknowledgement of the technology’s ca-
pacities. 
 

3D Printing (Additive Manufacturing) 
 

3D Printing is a method of model-based manufacturing which shifts production vol-
umes to more localized networks (Mohr and Khan, 2015). Also known as ‘additive man-

ufacturing’, it is built on the addition of materials to a larger raw component, rather 
than breaking materials down (Campbell et al., 2011). This allows for the smart re-
design of components, creating an opportunity to reduce waste and use recyclable ma-
terials - for example, OWA 3D has produced a range of 3D printing filaments made of 
recycled polystyrene from yoghurt cups, laser printer cartridges and ski boots 
(3Dnatives, 2017). This technology also reduces the reliance on global transportation 
of goods and offshoring of manual labour, as inventories can be rationalized and man-
ufactured from digital models on-location.  

 
These effects could help to create ‘re-shoring’ as manufacturing can be decentralized, 

and sectoral imbalances can be overcome. This is because the automation of labour 
under Industry 4.0 removes the comparative advantage of labour-intensive jobs in de-

veloping states and, thus, the main principle underpinning offshoring (Gebler et al., 
2014). Industry 4.0, for this reason, has been criticised for threatening the economic 
base of many developing communities; however, 3D printing’s smart re-design facili-
ties could allow for more localised consumer bases to emerge in those communities, 
offsetting the risks of automation and ensuring economic sustainability (Pearce et al., 
2010). 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Discussion • 37 

Relevance to Sustainable Supply Chains 
 
The need for such a technology was very recently demonstrated by two ‘black swan’ 

events (unpredictable events that have potentially severe consequences): The COVID-
19 Pandemic and the Suez Canal blockage. Both events impeded the physical transpor-
tation of goods, causing delays in delivery, breakdowns in logistics and wastage along 
the supply chain. Given that, as Figure 10 shows, nearly 30% of survey respondents 
revealed ‘Waste’ as a key sustainability concern, these black swan events clearly need 
to be tackled. Re-shoring through 3D printing can remove the location-based element 
from supply chains, printing ‘critical spares’ during black swan events to subvert their 
impact; firms would be able to consider an event such as the Suez Canal blockage, 
adjust their production volumes accordingly and 3D print them on location. 

 
Current estimates project that the technology will reduce CO2 emissions by 130.5-

525.5 Mt by 2025, while avoiding up to 40% of raw material-related waste (Gebler et 
al., 2014). These effects will be most widely adopted by the manufacturing and auto-
mobile sectors, the latter of which has already begun to implement electric vehicle 
supply equipment (EVSE) infrastructure globally (Serohi, 2021; Serohi, 2021). 

 
The above effect ties into the provisions laid out in the University’s Waste Strategy, 

particularly the ‘waste hierarchy’ outlined in provision 4.1: ‘Waste Reduction, Reuse, 
Recycling and Composting’. The hierarchy places ‘prevention’ as the most environmen-
tally sustainable method of waste reduction, emphasising reuse and minimisation of 

hazardous materials. In provision 4.2, ‘Sustainable Procurement’, the University 

acknowledges that it aims to consider environmental issues in their procurement. 
 
3D printing provides a clear opportunity to address both provisions by gradually 

phasing out hazardous materials and replacing them with recyclable materials through 
re-designing - this would move more supply chains within the current scope of the 
Waste Strategy (operational control). In Croatia, for example, LUSH Manufacturing 
Ltd was able to eliminate hazardous epoxy resins from mould production; they now 
use 3D printed moulds made of recyclable acrylonitrile butadiene styrene plastics (Eu-
ropean Agency for Safety and Health at Work, 2018). Further, the University also in-
vests in a number of industries suitable for 3D printing, including semiconductor man-
ufacturing (£4524434 into Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturer), infrastructure 
(£1297550 into Epiroc AB) and automobile manufacturing (£713,832 into Brilliance 

China Automotive Ho). With 3D printing, the University could investigate the sustain-
ability of these companies’ products more closely, broadening the scope of the Waste 
Strategy to more closely reflect ‘sustainable procurement’. 
 
Current Issues 
 

Despite all the potential benefits listed, Gebler et al. (2014) predict that this tech-
nology will only reduce overall supply chain intensity by <5% by 2025. The technol-
ogy’s potential lies in its ability to offset the damages caused by labour automation, 
particularly in the manufacturing sector; as a result, Gebler et al.’s (2014) prediction 
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is rather alarming, and a greater push is needed to ensure that the technology is ‘ready 
in time’ to accommodate this automation. Otherwise, re-shoring will occur without 
providing the opportunities for localized consumer bases, creating a loss of employ-
ment and greater economic risk. 

 
Currently, there are two major issues with the workability of 3D printing. Initially, 

Schildhorn (2014) argues that current 3D printing legislation does not sufficiently 
cover the printing of harmful objects such as guns; while Walther (2014) argues that 
current arms control can extend to 3D-printed guns too, he calls for increased moni-
toring to regulate potential dangers as the technology progresses. He felt that the risk 
of 3D printed weapons had two significant factors: First, they are harder to trace as 
they can be melted down quickly, potentially making them useable as one-off weapons 

for assassinations; second, they can be printed in complete secrecy whereas unlicensed 
guns are traded in illegal arms deals (ibid.) These factors pose a threat to the adoption 
of this technology and its future potential to enable sustainable supply chains. 
 

In addition, it is unclear if the benefits of reshoring will be able to extend into pri-
mary materials, a sector which has traditionally been afflicted by the ‘resource curse’ 
(NRGI, 2015). This phenomenon occurs where certain micro and macro-economic fac-
tors (including the global length of supply chains) stop governments from reaching the 
full potential of their natural resource wealth (ibid.) Fundamentally, raw materials 
such as gold, tungsten and bauxite are spatially confined to their reserves, and cannot 
be 3D printed; as such, Campbell et al. (2011) warn that the localisation of economic 

bases, without solid 3D printing governance, will not be holistic and the pressure on 

natural resources will worsen. Similarly, there is a need to research the capacity to 
utilize 3D printing alongside more regulatory technologies such as the blockchain; by 
creating an open database of working conditions, the two could possibly be used to-
gether to reduce exploitation in the primary sector. The effect of this on reducing the 
‘resource curse’, if any, remains to be researched. 
 
Current Efforts of the University 
 
Currently, the University’s Information Services run the ‘uCreate Studio Makerspace’, 
which offers a variety of transformative technologies (including 3D Printing) to stu-
dents for hire. This facility allows students to experiment with the technology and 
hosts a number of events and workshops throughout the year. The workshops offer 

practical introductions to the facility, CAD softwares such as Fusion 360 and training 
sessions on scanning various data types such as Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR). 
 
Recommendations 
 
3. Adoption of a Code of Conduct in the uCreate Studio 

 
Pearce et al. (2010) concluded that open-source 3D printing technology is within the 

scope of most universities’ abilities: They have tools for 3D Computer-Aided Design, 
scientific literature and 3D printers themselves. Secondly, when discussing the risks, 
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Walther (2014) stated that the best way of improving 3D printing safety is by estab-
lishing customary rules within the community. Therefore, the University should kick-
start more student-led engagement with 3D printing technology. Within the uCreate 
studio, it would be beneficial to publish more educational resources on the regulation 
of 3D printing and the adoption of a code of conduct. Although the risk of harmful 
objects being printed at the University is low, a code of conduct would set a good ex-
ample for the wider 3D printing community. 

 
As an anchor institution and an early adopter of 3D printing regulations, the Uni-

versity could help to establish regulations which would safely open the 3D printing 
market to other industries. Given that the University currently invests in several in-
dustries which could feasibly implement 3D printing technologies in the future, they 

have a vested interest in this trend. If firms like Orica Ltd (an explosives company 
which the University invests £542,362 into) were to implement 3D printing, the asso-
ciated 3D models would require restrictions for industrial use only; however, as estab-
lished, the current proliferation of open-source software creates too high a risk of leak-
ing these files to harmful groups. This highlights the necessity of more concrete, mar-
ket-wide legislation, the body of which is likely to begin with small customary regula-
tions in anchor institutions such as universities.  
 

5G Technology 
 

5G refers to the fifth generation of mobile networks and solutions (Taboada and 
Shee, 2020). It has the potential to provide a data rate of 10 Gigabytes per second 

(compared to just 100Mbps with 4G) and a latency of <1ms (milliseconds), all while 
supporting billions of connected devices (Rao and Prasad, 2018; ACMA, 2019). This 
occurs by multi-connectivity, where multiple gNBs (secondaries) connect to a single 
device to reduce the likelihood of packet loss. This method can also reduce costs and 
energy consumption through the sharing of physical infrastructure (Taboada and Shee, 
2020). 
 
Relevance to Sustainable Supply Chains 
 

By increasing the connectivity between geographically separate networks, 5G supply 
chains could use real-time information to streamline their operations (Faria, 2019). In 
the logistics industry, for example, real-time route monitoring could pass dynamic traf-

fic information to drivers and provide alternate routes. From a sustainability perspec-
tive, there are also implications on the mitigation of waste, for example. As outlined in 
the Waste Strategy, the University currently commits to diverting 99% of Estate-pro-
duced waste from landfills. By pairing efficient communication with data analytics, 
there is a capacity to widen the scope of the commitment, diverting waste from earlier 
on in the supply chain. This will occur by reducing the ‘bullwhip effect’, where produc-
ers in the early supply chain produce a surplus in response to increased demand, an-
ticipating a further increase (Zhang and Gong, 2021). If the speculation of the produc-
ers is wrong, the surpluses are not sold, thereby creating waste. With real-time 
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streamlining through the 5G network, such speculation is not necessary, and waste can 
be reduced (Masdari et al., 2016).  

 
Not only that, a lot of 5G literature discusses how ownership costs can be removed 

by outsourcing communications management. While more research is required, this 
could feasibly work alongside 3D printing and blockchain to provide more specialist, 
tertiary-sector jobs in communities with resource or manufacturing dependencies. The 
same can be said for highly technical roles such as medicine, which are usually tied to 
the availability of specialist equipment and infrastructure (Eze et al., 2019). 5G could 
make it possible to conduct medical operations from a distance, removing the need for 
a lot of equipment; medical professionals could control a bionic hand from afar with 
razor-sharp precision, using haptic technologies to simulate sensitivity on the user’s 

hand. As a result, medical experts could reach any connected healthcare facility, while 
prospective doctors in the developing world could access education, recruitment op-
portunities and advanced medical equipment from a distance (Memos et al., 2019). 
This addresses Campbell’s (2011) concerns over 3D printing and the ‘resource curse’, 
as it allows for the diversification of developing economies amidst the ‘re-shoring’ of 
supply chains. Thus, 5G technology clearly has the capacity to work alongside other 
technologies to create sustainable supply chains without generating economic inequal-
ity or marginalisation.  
 
Current Efforts of the University 
 

In 2017, the University of Edinburgh signed a deal with Huawei to research the use 

of 5G in artificial intelligence and robotics (The University of Edinburgh, 2021). The 
Huawei-Edinburgh Joint Lab focuses on using healthcare robotics and mobile video 
applications to automate surgical procedures, with a mission statement of ‘supporting 
greater interaction between people and computing systems’ (ibid.). Despite criticism 
from the EU’s technology commissioner and the banning of Huawei from mobile net-
works in Australia and New Zealand, the University has defended the deal’s rigorous 
process of due diligence. Together, the University and Huawei jointly released the ‘Ro-
botics Applications white paper’ in October 2019, demonstrating the potential for 5G 
to support more efficient and cost-effective medical services (Huawei, 2019). 
 
Recommendations: 
 

4. More Interdisciplinary Research within the University, focused on the Work-
ability of 5G Networks 

 
As it stands, there are many open-ended questions around 5G that require research. 

For example, beyond this policy proposal, there has been very little investigation into 
how 5G could emerge as a ‘disruptive technology’ in the ecosystem of the Internet of 
Things; as a result, Taboada and Shee (2020) call for a more in-depth analysis of sup-
plier, customer and organisation interactions in this new ecosystem. To address this, 
the Huawei-Edinburgh Research Lab’s research could be paired with more concrete, 
interdisciplinary evaluations of how infrastructure-sharing and multi-connectivity 
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could be exploited for malpractice - this will require experts from the Schools of Law, 
Business and Social and Political Science, among others. 

 
Secondly, urban 5G infrastructure is currently hampered by inconsistencies in build-

ing height and density, creating ‘urban canyons’ (Khatib and Barco, 2021). This issue 
requires smart geospatial planning, using GIS to diagnose each urban neighbourhood 
and make informed decisions on where gNB cells should be placed. To investigate how 
connectivity to high-mobility devices (e.g., high-speed ambulances) can be achieved, 
researchers from the Huawei-Edinburgh Joint Lab should work alongside experts in 
GIS and sustainable urban development - this will require experts from the Schools of 
Geosciences, Engineering and Architecture and Landscape Architecture (Ahad et al., 
2020). 

 
5. Stimulate Discussion with a Wider Range of Stakeholders using the Huawei 

Research Deal 
 
As discussed, the University has signed a deal with Huawei and published a collab-

orative white paper on the potential for efficient medical services. Regardless of the 
controversy behind this deal, it must consider technical capacity alongside elements of 
sustainability: The potential to use 5G for sustainable supply chains and how it can be 
made accessible, equitable and compatible with the other technologies listed in this 
proposal. For example, while the white paper covers the technical aspects of 5G in the 
healthcare sector, further research is required on how the technology can be made 

available to developing communities. 

 
To stimulate this discussion, the University’s research needs to be paired with re-

search into logistics, e-commerce and other industries and broadcast to a wider variety 
of stakeholders. Given that the University invests over £17 million into e-commerce 
services such as Amazon, Adyen NV and Shopify, it has a vested interest in engaging 
business environments with this technology. Representatives from the Huawei-Edin-
burgh Joint Lab could attend conferences, host lecture series’ or participate in think 
tanks with business and supply chain management professionals. They would appeal 
by demonstrating how 5G can offer increased autonomy over e-commerce supply 
chains, linking to the central tenet of Industry 4.0 (Kshetri, 2018; Khatib and Barco, 
2021); from here, business professionals would also learn about the work being done 
in the research deal and the more humanitarian opportunities of 5G technology. En-

gaging stakeholders in this way would help to de-stigmatise both the Huawei-Edin-
burgh Joint Lab and 5G technology as a whole; a more engaged business environment 
would then produce more opportunities for investment and further research, directly 
feeding into our prior recommendation for more interdisciplinary research. 
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Recommendations 

Community Engagement 
 

1. Improve information channels online 
 

As established, while there is certainly an issue with community engagement (espe-

cially after the COVID-19 pandemic), it is being exacerbated by insufficient online in-

formation systems. However, as Figure 11 demonstrates, over 60% of respondents 

would in fact prefer to receive information regarding the University’s procurement 

practices and policies via social media, the University’s website and e-mails/newslet-

ters. However, the pandemic has meant the only way people can receive this infor-

mation is through online systems. This highlights that the University is less likely to 

engage with the remaining 40% who do not prefer virtual communication. Thus, there 

still needs to remain communication channels that are not online, such as talks, and 

infographics or videos on the digital signage boards around campus. There needs to be 

a more holistic, cross-department approach with Schools at the University emailing 

students and staff about current sustainability policies and about the existence of the 

newsletters and social media of SRS, as well as informing people of talks they can at-

tend on the topic in person. This will allow more people in the University community 

to know what the SRS department is doing. 

  

 

Figure 11: A bar chart showing the information channels through which respondents 
would like to receive information about the University’s procurement practices. 

 

While the University publishes its various SRS commitments through its supply 

chain strategies and policies, it is not always clear how the University plans to fulfil 
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these commitments in practice, or how much progress has been made so far. The Uni-

versity is in fact taking action through various initiatives and research trials, however 

the webpages for these initiatives are not always clearly linked to the policy webpages 

or briefs themselves, and neither are the annual or quarterly sustainability and social 

responsibility reports. The University should therefore ensure its plans and progress 

of policies have more publicity as well as being more regularly reported upon. By also 

having more panel discussions - such as with the writers of some of the policies - the 

community can better understand the University’s efforts in achieving its sustainabil-

ity supply chain objectives. 

 

Furthermore, over half of the respondents identified talks and panel discussions as 

an effective means to learn about such information. Integrating transparency should 

be a fundamental part of the Universities policies, such that students, who invest in 

the University via tuition and time, exercise their right to information about the insti-

tution’s investments and supply chain management. Promoting students’ awareness of 

the University’s supply chain management and its implications for issues pertaining to 

them will encourage active engagement for students to educate themselves on supply 

chain sustainability. Moreover, by having better internal and external communication 

(including between University departments) the University can ensure more people 

are aware of current policies and how the community can get involved. 

 

From the University’s point of view, greater student awareness of and engagement 

with its supply chains policies and practices is also helpful for its ongoing efforts to 

improve existing policies and initiatives. During the interview with Siôn Pickering, 

they shared that the Social Responsibility and Sustainability Department is always 

keen to involve students in research, especially in the collection and analysis of “good 

quality data” such as emissions data. Additionally, the department is also open to hear-

ing from staff and students from diverse backgrounds if they have feedback on policies 

or practices and are keen to look into potential solutions to the issues raised by the 

staff or students. As such, improving the transparency of supply chain policies, prac-

tices, and current progress to meet objectives can also have the added benefit of help-

ing the University refine its approach to supply chain sustainability in the long run. 

 

By engaging with the student community through more effective communication 

and participatory decision-making, the University can empower students to be in-

volved in the institution's supply chain process. Through having more effective com-

munication of opportunities in community benefits in procurement and in different 

organisations linked to the University, students, the local Edinburgh community and 

University departments will be able to be more involved in sustainable supply chains. 

 

 

2. Support local community projects 
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Furthermore, some respondents suggested that the University should get involved 

in community projects in Edinburgh. This could be done by means of sponsorship in 

order to support circular economy efforts within the local community. By engaging 

with the local community and grassroots organisations beyond their legal require-

ments, the University would expand upon its role as an anchor institution by providing 

accessible support to the local community. One way the University can do this is by 

continuing to provide community benefits for procurement deals under £4 million 

(The University of Edinburgh, 2021: ‘Community Benefits in Procurement: Policy & 

Guidance’: pg.3). This will create more opportunities for the community such as em-

ployment, learning new skills and providing new equipment to local groups. Equally, 

by engaging with the local Edinburgh community more, the University will benefit 

from focusing on what the community will get out of these contracts.  

 

By creating a centralised portal where those linked to the University of Edinburgh 

and recognised local organisations can post different opportunities to get involved in 

local community projects, more staff and students can have more of an impact in the 

city of Edinburgh. This can then allow student societies to support more local charities, 

businesses and community groups. Moreover, this will allow local groups to access 

community benefits in procurement at the University with greater ease. Overall, this 

will allow the University community to be better integrated with the Edinburgh com-

munity by working together more through increased support for local projects.  

 

Use of Technology 
 

1. More collaborative and interdisciplinary research between schools within the 
University and relevant non-university stakeholders e.g. Huawei, Everledger 

 
While all of the policies have a technical capacity to enable sustainable supply chains, 

their workability is often dependent on how they can be developed in an accessible and 
equitable manner. Therefore, the University’s research needs to be opened up to a 
wider variety of Schools and experts than what has occurred so far - this report has 
demonstrated that, between the three technologies, there is a requirement for experts 

from the Schools of Engineering, Business, Law, Geosciences, Social and Political Sci-
ence, Architecture and Landscape Architecture and Economics.  
 
2. Adoption of Codes of Conduct within existing University institutions to pro-

vide an early framework of technology regulations e.g. uCreate Studio 
 

As established, 3D Printing offers a variety of ways to create less wasteful and more 
economically resilient supply chains. However, it is hampered by a number of issues 
to security, including the current threat of a new market for harmful, 3D-printed ma-
terials emerging. As a result, it is worth establishing a customary framework which 
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can begin with institution-level regulations on what constitutes ‘malpractice’. There-
fore, the University’s ‘uCreate Studio’ should act in this capacity to establish a Code of 
Conduct. The University’s status as an anchor institution will make this action highly 
influential and set a positive standard for the wider 3D-printing community.  
 
3. More direct involvement in the business community to de-stigmatise existing 

research and knowledge e.g. the Huawei Deal. 
 

Blockchain and 5G are particularly hampered by a lack of consensus on how to po-
litically frame them. As a result, some of the University’s collaborative research has 
come under scrutiny, particularly the Huawei-Edinburgh Research Lab. To mitigate 
this, the Lab could develop a greater presence in the business community by attending 

conferences, hosting lecture series’ and participating in relevant think tanks. Consid-
ering this research was partially conducted by attending a virtual supply chain man-
agement conference, there is a clear avenue to engage and change the perceptions of 
current detractors; as a result, the wider business community (logistics and e-com-
merce, for example) will develop a more holistic view on the opportunities offered by 
5G and blockchain. 
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Next Steps 
 

In accordance with its Zero by 2040 Strategy, the University has established a com-

prehensive list of unilateral policies tackling every SRS consideration that the Univer-

sity has identified. In general, the University has taken a proactive approach in ad-

dressing them, as shown by its continuous initiatives and research that involve both 

the staff and student body. Notably, the University collaborates with other institutions 

in implementing such policies, including its membership in the Scottish Fair Trade Fo-

rum regarding its Fairtrade policy and partnership with other UK universities to raise 

awareness on palm oil sustainability. 

 

However, among the policies lies a recurring improvement area: the University’s 

inefficiency in engaging the community, including staff, students and the broader Ed-

inburgh community. Despite being accessible online, an increasing number of students 

have grown apathetic, in part due to the shift to online information systems in response 

to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the research has demonstrated that a significant 

body of students find the University’s information systems inadequate; as such, they 

are not as able to get involved with the development of the policies as they would like 

to be. Further, the majority of the staff and students feel incapable of helping to imple-

ment the provisions outlined in the University’s sustainable supply chains policies. 

 

To further enhance the University’s ambition in promoting environmental and so-

cial sustainability, the University should continue to evaluate the gaps in its strategies 

and policies. This can be done by the establishment of monitoring channels (through 

its current working groups and committees) and effective progress tracking (through 

adopting reporting tools and obtaining emission data from suppliers). 

 

More importantly, the University should centralise information regarding the Uni-

versity’s sustainable supply chain policies in an organised and engaging manner. Given 

that the majority of the survey respondents prefer to receive information through 

online channels, the University could start by publishing the summary of its strategies 

on its social media channels, including Facebook and Instagram. Moreover, the pro-

gress of the University’s strategies should be regularly updated and notified to the staff 

and student bodies via staff and student newsletters. The University could also help to 

improve engagement with its policies by including more information about them on its 

website - this will allow students and staff to gain a more in-depth knowledge of the 

policies with ease. Accordingly, the community can stay informed about the Univer-

sity’s effort in ensuring supply chain sustainability. 

 

Another short-term step that the University may take is to organise talks and panel 

discussions on social and environmental sustainability. Through engaging with the 
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student body in such a direct and in-depth manner, the University may further rein-

force its dedication for environmental and social sustainability in its supply chain while 

receiving first-hand feedback to better its initiatives.  
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Conclusion 
 

We believe the University can go further as an anchor institution to ensure that 
supply chains are becoming more sustainable and equitable. By engaging with the stu-
dent community through more effective communication and participatory decision-
making, the University can empower students to be involved in the institution's supply 
chain process. Through having more effective communication of opportunities in com-
munity benefits in procurement and in different organisations linked to the University, 
students, the local Edinburgh community, and University departments will be able to 
be more involved in sustainable supply chains. 

 

Finally, several emerging technologies provide unique opportunities to widen the 
scope of the University’s Sustainable Procurement policies - this policy brief has 
demonstrated how blockchain, 3D printing and 5G networks can be used to expand 
upon the Conflict Minerals Policy and Waste Policy. These technologies still require 
further research, regulation, and engagement by a wider variety of stakeholders in 
order to properly realise their capacities for sustainability amidst Industry 4.0. The 
University can address this by producing early legislation and inter-disciplinary re-
search, using its status as an anchor institution to stimulate the interest of the wider 
business community. Overall, by taking a more holistic approach, the University of 
Edinburgh can make real change on multiple levels for a more sustainable and equita-
ble supply chain system. 
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