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Introduction
Defining Sustainability

Put simply, sustainability is the ability to endure. any 
time we work toward the preservation and betterment of 
our community, we are already practicing sustainability. 
more recently, communities around the world have begun 
to focus on social equity, economic vitality, and environ-
mental consciousness as the three pillars of sustainability. 
When community leaders and citizens recognize the en-
vironmental, social, and economic impacts of their deci-
sions, they can build a legacy that lasts the test of time.

What Makes a Sustainable Workplace?

a sustainable workplace takes environmental, social, and 
economic considerations into account during operational 
activities. this can be accomplished through minimal 
adjustments in a wide range of office practices. the key 
to a sustainable workplace is promoting practices that 
make sense for your office. there are many practices 
that are great in theory, but fall short when it comes to 
implementation. it all has to work synergistically to be 
considered sustainable. 

How to Use This Guide

this guide is meant to be just that, a guide. individu-
al office environments will vary substantially. Some of 
these methods may work in one office, but are not viable 
for another. However, this guide may give insight into 
the methods that have worked for other offices around 
the country. Keep an open mind and consider the appli-
cation of each area as it may pertain to your workplace. 
Some advice is to start small. implement a few of these 
changes to start. See how they work or do not work in 
your specific work environment. try to develop or ex-
pand on these concepts. also make sure that you share 
your efforts. Whether the changes you have made or in 
your own personal workspace, or companywide, share 
that you have been making these efforts. Highlight your 
successes, and also discuss the failures. Sometimes fail-
ing techniques just require a different point of view to 
make them a viable option. 

if you should have any questions at all, feel free to con-
tact the City of Sioux falls Sustainability Program. We 
may not have all of the answers, but we can definitely 
help where we have expertise or at the very least help 
point you towards someone that may be able to help. 

Purchasing and Suppliers
A Guide to Purchasing

the purchasing of supplies may seem to be one of the 
most benign aspects of any business, but it is also one 
that can lead to the greatest amount of environmental 
damage. behind every product there are raw materials 
required, a manufacturing process, and transportation 
concerns—all of which may cause an extensive toll on the 
environment. in order for a business to be sustainable, the 
products they use and the ways they use them are factors 
that must be taken into consideration. there are many 
resources available to businesses of all facets and sizes to 
assist in making their operation more sustainable. 

What to Consider During Purchasing

●● Calculate and know your anticipated volume needs. 
•	avoid over-purchasing perishable goods or pur-

chasing more than the project may require.
•	by taking time to determine your company’s 

needs, you may reduce waste while saving your 
company money by reducing disposal costs.

●● Consider a product’s raw vs. recycled content.
•	 Each product has a percentage of raw material vs. re-

cycled material. your supplier should be able to identi-
fy a specific products percentage of recycled content.

•	 if there is an option that still suits your needs 
with a higher recycling content, consider this 
alternative.

●● use products completely.
•	 try to get the most out of your products, within 

reason. 

●● Purchase equipment that is easy to maintain and in-
expensive to repair.
•	 this may not always be an option, but whenever 

a product can be repaired, it reduces the need for 
purchasing completely new equipment.

●● give preference to brands and products that obtain 
certifications for environmental compliance.
•	 Certifications from organizations such as iSO 

(international Organization for Standardization) 
offer environmental management certifications. 
this standard helps distinguish a company that 
meets standards compared to its competition.

•	 Energy Star certifications and mission statements 
are also valuable tools in identifying a company’s 
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business practices in regards to environmental 
management and compliance.

●● research a product’s life cycle from start to finish.
•	not only look at a product’s recycled content 

percentage, but also look at its value as a 
recyclable material after use. 

•	give preference to products that are recyclable 
after use or have recyclable packaging.

●● Consider packaging and transportation of the product.
•	 is the product’s packaging recyclable? if not, are 

there other products that utilize less packaging or 
packaging that is readily recyclable? 

•	 Consider the local or regional vendors that supply 
similar products with a reduced need for transpor-
tation.

Consider the guidelines from the u.S. EPa, as they have 
a section online that discusses procurement guidelines at 
www.epa.gov/cpg.

Working with Suppliers

Knowing your suppliers and the products they handle is 
critical to leading a sustainable workplace. as a buyer, 
one of the most important things you can do is show 
interest in sustainable products. as the buyers’ demand 
for environmentally friendly products grows, suppliers 
will likely adjust their products to meet this demand. 
the market often dictates the variety of supplies that is 
available to a buyer. it is also worth considering any sup-
plier’s business, but sometimes the best option is to find 
a supplier that actively promotes sustainable products. 
good suppliers will offer the most guidance when select-
ing sustainable products. 

What to consider when approaching a seller:

●● request information regarding the products that the 
seller carries that are made of recycled material, are 
nontoxic, or utilize less raw materials in their pro-
duction process. 
•	also consider where these products are being 

produced. Products produced in areas with more 
stringent environmental regulations are a good 
sign that the company is not producing a product 
at the detriment of the social or environmental 
region from which it is produced.

●● ask about the products’ impact on human health or 
on the environment.
•	 Sellers are highly knowledgeable about their 

products, and while independent research is 

preferred, it may not be an option for every item 
that your office needs.

●● ask your seller if they have certifications in place or 
if any of their products are produced from iSO 14001 
companies. 
•	also inquire about the work conditions at the 

manufacturing plants. 
•	also request to see their mission statement, or 

request information on any other environmental-
ly friendly practices that they administer within 
their company.

•	request clauses in purchasing contracts that 
require suppliers to find sustainable alternatives 
for your comparisons.

Defining Sustainable Products

a sustainable product is a material that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising future resources. it 
takes into consideration economic, social, and environ-
mental implications of its production and has its end-of-
life cycle considered before that material has even been 
produced. there are many industry standards out there 
that help show that a manufacturer has taken efforts 
produce more sustainable products. research the applica-
ble standards related to your product in particular. these 
certifications can be of great use when trying to deter-
mine a product’s impact.  

Sustainable Office Supplies, 
Equipment, and Furniture
Purchasing Office Supplies

Purchasing office supplies can be a quick and easy way 
to begin moving toward a more sustainable workplace. 
Even though it may be quick and easy, it still is a major 
step that can greatly reduce your environmental and so-
cial impacts, leading to a more sustainable workplace. 

What to look for:

●● look for a high percentage of recycled materials.
•	 it is especially important to look for postconsumer 

content; this means it was made from recycled 
content such as glass or paper and was kept out of 
a landfill.

•	 this is especially true for paper. try to purchase 
30 percent postconsumer recycled content. the 
price change may be higher, but it uses fewer raw 

http://www.epa.gov/cpg
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materials. also advertise that letters, memos, or 
other outward communications are being printed 
on 30 percent postconsumer recycled paper. the 
good publicity and reputation that this establishes 
often is worth the greater costs associated with 
purchasing recycled content paper.

•	On special projects, consider purchasing 100 per-
cent recycled content.

•	 Special projects, handouts, or announcements 
sometimes make this option justifiable. again, 
make sure to have this statement on the cover or 
product so the consumer knows that these efforts 
are being made.

●● try to purchase reusable products whenever possible 
over their throw-away alternatives.
•	 from coffee filters to yearly calendars, there are 

plenty of single-use items out there. try to cut a 
couple out of your workspace and see if an alter-
native works for your office.

Things you can do:

●● Set the default setting on your copier or printer to 
print on both sides of the paper. 
•	by setting this as the default, you can cut your 

paper consumption nearly in half. this adjustment 
takes time to get used to, but it is worth the pay-
off both environmentally and financially. 

●● Edit documents and proofread thoroughly prior to 
printing and then editing. 
•	 this reduces the need for excess copies and unnec-

essary duplications of documents. 

●● Establish a communal publication board. 
•	 instead of printing handouts for every employee, 

publication boards are a great way to reduce the 
number of papers being printed for interoffice 
memos, announcements, or other publications. 

•	a good tip is to send an email out and post the 
hard copy so that employees who normally do not 
see this board still know of important communica-
tions. 

●● recycle office supplies and reuse supplies whenever 
applicable. 

Purchasing Office Equipment

Office equipment can have a significant impact on not only 

your monthly utility bills, but also on your environmental 
footprint. these can range from small changes to large in-
vestments, and it is important to consider multiple factors 
when pursuing more sustainable equipment.

What to look for:

●● look to purchase high-efficiency equipment that 
consumes lower amounts of either energy or water 
within their process.
•	 Equipment that powers down completely when 

not in use is preferred over equipment that stays 
“dormant” when inactive. 

•	 look for the Environmental Protection agency’s 
Energy Star logo (as this is a good sign of the 
item’s electrical demand) and give preference to 
brands that carry these certifications.

•	 look for equipment that has energy-saving fea-
tures or that produces a product more efficiently 
than its competitor.

●● look for refurbished or remanufactured office 
equipment that is offered from the highest quality 
manufacturers. 
•	 these products are often less expensive and are 

a form of reuse. research refurbished equipment 
that has a good, high-performance track record.

Things you can do:

●● turn off your computer when not in use.
•	 Setting computers to standby after a specified pe-

riod of time is a good place to start; however, com-
pletely shutting the system down when not in use 
is preferred. also, it is a common misconception 
that screensavers save energy, when in fact they 
consume the same amount. to truly save energy, 
choose the screensaver setting “none” to allow your 
computer to turn off when inactive. 

●● turn off your monitor when not in use. 
•	 you monitor accounts for roughly half of your 

computer’s energy demand. by simply turning 
this monitor off, you can save energy while not 
compromising the computer’s ability to start up 
quickly.

●● make sure that copiers, printers, and other equip-
ment that have the ability to go to a standby mode 
when not in use are set to standby after periods of 
inactivity.
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•	 the computer is a good place to look at making 
energy reductions, but other office equipment of-
ten can be overlooked. Check current equipment to 
make sure energy-saving modes are being utilized. 

●● recycle office equipment properly after it has been 
taken out of service.
•	 Some suppliers will offer a free take-back service 

with purchase of their office equipment. make 
sure that these programs are properly recycling 
your equipment through a reputable vendor. 

Reuse, Recycle, and Dispose

Waste is unavoidable within a workplace. there will al-
ways be some sort of material that is discarded in some 
way, shape, or form. However, the way that the waste is 
processed is up to the business, and methods to mini-
mize waste are highly beneficial. there are several tactics 
that can be used to increase recycling as well as mini-
mize the waste generated within a workplace. 

What to look for:

●● buy products with a high percentage of content that 
is recycled or buy products that are shipped in recy-
cled packaging.
•	 not only look for products with a high percentage of 

recycled content and recyclable packaging, but also 
look for products with already-recycled packaging.

●● give preference to products that have minimal pack-
aging.

●● if possible, buy products in a reusable container or 
use refillable packaging.
•	 ink and toner cartridges are a good example of 

this tactic. 

●● Purchase nonperishable items in bulk. 
•	 larger quantities help to reduce packaging. the 

price per unit is often desired over lower quanti-
ties of the same material as well.

Things you can do:

●● find ways to reuse products. 
•	not only can products be reused, but packaging 

can as well. there are several creative ways to 
reuse; research some of your commonly thrown 
items and see if they have a possible reuse.

●● reduce the amount of waste generated by knowing 
how much product you will need. 
•	 “measure twice, cut once” is a common slogan 

used to define this tactic. take time and plan out 
how much product a task takes and see if there 
are ways to make tasks more efficient to reduce 
the amount of waste created. 

•	 research and educate your staff on the items accept-
ed for single-stream recycling by your waste hauler.

•	a lot of material is thrown away every day because 
it is not perceived as being recyclable. 

●● Donate unwanted reusable equipment or supplies to 
charities or organizations. 

●● move toward a paperless office. 
•	by offering paperless billing, there is a potential 

to save on billing costs as well as the number 
of hours spent on mailing bills. this can add up 
quickly if your business has monthly billing cycles.

●● go paperless.

●● tips to go paperless can be found at siouxfalls.org/green.

●● make recycling easy by providing ample opportunities 
to recycle.

Sustainable Transportation
there are large challenges associated with transportation. 
logistics is a very intricate part of any business or organi-
zation and should be considered at great length as an area 
for potential improvements. there are multiple approaches 
to make the workplace transportation more sustainable. 
attention may be given to either commuter transportation 
or fleet management. the impact of either area is very 
large and can be addressed in many different ways. 

What to look for:

●● Consider telecommuting software and hardware. 
•	 Every employee is different, and telecommuting 

is the same way. telecommuting is a great tool for 
some employers and employees; however, every 
situation is unique. by allowing employees to tele-
commute, your business will reduce office space 
requirements as well as your utility requirements. 
this may reduce future expansion costs and improve 
on your company’s overall environmental impact. 
the employee will also not have their daily commute, 
which uses up time and resources. 

http://siouxfalls.org/green
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●● Purchase teleconferencing equipment so long dis-
tance meetings become part of the past. 
•	With the software and hardware that is available, 

businesses can easily connect employees from all 
around the world at a fraction of the cost and 
environmental impact. With modern technology, 
face-to-face meetings can mean using televisions 
and internal computer cameras. 

●● assess the needs of vehicular equipment and consider 
the tasks that the equipment is to perform.
•	by considering the vehicles’ fuel consumption, 

maintenance, cost of ownership, as well as the 
tasks required by this equipment, the appropriate 
vehicle will be used for the task required. for in-
stance, vehicles only to be used for long-distance 
travel could support a high-mile-per-gallon (mPg) 
vehicle, compared to a lower mPg truck or SuV.

●● Purchase vehicle maintenance products in bulk to 
reduce packaging and costs.
•	 this is especially helpful for commonly performed 

maintenance items such as oil changes and filters. 
also consider purchasing re-refined products such 
as motor oil or other lubricants.

Things you can do:

●● try to group transportation tasks together to reduce 
transportation costs.

●● Check tire pressure regularly.

●● Operate the vehicle in a safe and efficient manner; 
observe speed limits; and accelerate and decelerate 
gradually and coast when practical to minimize brak-
ing, which counters gas burned.

●● try to utilize public transportation or alternative 
means of transportation to work. 
•	bike riding is a great way to get you where you 

need to go while receiving a healthy workout.

Sustainable Building, 
Maintenance, and Landscaping
How companies build, maintain, and landscape their 
grounds are all potential areas to improve on a company’s 
environmental footprint. there are several changes that 
can be made with varying degrees of magnitude. However, 
it is always beneficial to explore these concepts and find 
options that work in your specific work environment. 

What to look for:

●● if you are planning on expanding your office or 
operations, look at utilizing existing infrastructure. 
•	renovating existing infrastructure can be a great 

way to reduce the impact that new construction 
has on the environment at a fraction of the cost. 

●● if renovating is out of the question, consider “green” 
building practices. 
•	 there are many practices out there that can imme-

diately have an effect on your building’s energy or 
water consumption requirements. research them 
and find applicable practices for your site. 

•	 there are also building certifications that are used 
to judge a building’s environmental impact. Con-
sider building your new structure using one of the 
major building certifications.

●● Ensure that cleaning products are being substituted 
for the less-toxic alternatives. 
•	also make sure that cleaning staff know how to 

properly handle, store, and use these products so 
they are not exposed to hazardous chemicals. 

●● look at purchasing low-flow faucets, toilets, and 
drinking fountains.  
•	 there are rebates available for these technologies 

at www.siouxfalls.org/public-works/water-rebates.

●● Consider retrofitting exterior and interior lighting. 
•	 these projects often have an early payback period, 

so question your lighting needs and see if this is 
an area for improvement.

Things you can do:

●● Perform an energy audit or hire a professional to per-
form an energy audit.
•	 Energy audits can often find leaks and opportuni-

ties to save money and resources.

●● turn off the office lighting when away for meetings, 
lunches, or at the end of the work day. 
•	 Consider purchasing occupancy detectors so this is 

done automatically for you and your staff. 

●● take the stairs instead of the elevator as applicable. 
•	 Stairs can be a great way to get in a brief workout 

while reducing the energy that it takes for an 
elevator to transport you through a building.

http://www.siouxfalls.org/public-works/water-conservation/rebates
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●● Consider modifying watering practices to occur at 
optimal times of the day. 
•	also, make sure you are not overwatering the 

grounds around your facility. if you begin to notice 
runoff, consider shortening your watering times or 
modify the direction of your sprinkler heads.

Sustainability at a Glance
let’s just say that all of the large action items are off the 
table. there is no room in the budget for “going green.” 
Well, here is a list of the best practices you can do right 
now without purchasing a thing. these are all behaviors 
that everyone thinks about changing but never really gets 
around to. this is probably because it can be difficult and 
challenging to change all of these aspects of your daily 
life. the key is to pick just two items from this list and 
stick to them. that alone will make a difference. 

●● Sign up for paperless billing. 
•	according to the EPa’s analysis, 28 percent of 

waste being landfilled is either paper or paper-
board products. go to www.siouxfalls.org/green 
and look for the Plan to go Paperless Guide. this 
guide highlights all of the providers that offer pa-
perless billing, tips on how to reduce your paper 
consumption, and how to stop junk mail. 

●● Start biking, carpooling, using public transportation, 
or walking to work.
•	Do you know someone whom you work with who 

also lives close by? it may be a stretch, but see 
if they would be up for carpooling! also, if your 
work is close enough to your home, consider bik-
ing or walking to work. learn more about biking 
as your mode of transportation at  
www.siouxfalls.org/livewellsiouxfalls.

●● recycle and reuse.
•	make recycling easy! the easier it is for you to 

do it at your home or work, the more likely you 
will be to recycle. also learn more about what is 
accepted in your recycling bin. they have come 
a long way from metal cans and paper. find out 
more at www.siouxfalls.org/green and look for our 
Sioux Falls Disposal Guide.

●● turn off your lights and equipment.
•	 instead of simply leaving for the day, make sure 

that your computer is shut down or in sleep 
mode, the lights have been turned off, and any 
additional equipment is unplugged. 

●● get involved.
•	Whether it is through a conservation-related pro-

gram or simply in some organization within the 
community, being involved is a great way to grow 
a sustainable community. 

●● be conscientious in the use of office products.

●● make sure that you are only using the amount that 
you actually need. also, make sure that you are 
using these products completely and recycling or 
reusing any residuals or containers associated with 
these products.

●● use reusable products, as opposed to single-use 
products. 
•	Whether it is your morning coffee mug, your water 

bottle, or even your monthly calendar, try to use 
reusable items as much as possible.

●● Sign up for the Sioux falls green Pledge.
this program has tons of tips for Sioux falls residents 
to reduce their impacts, and offers residents a pledge 
program to live sustainably. find out more at  
www.siouxfalls.org/green.

●● buy personal products that have less packaging.b

http://www.siouxfalls.org/green
http://www.siouxfalls.org/livewellsiouxfalls
http://www.siouxfalls.org/green
http://www.siouxfalls.org/green

