Shifting procurement from the margins to the centre of corporate nature strategies
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Most corporate commitments to protect nature remain peripheral to everyday commercial decision-making. They are visible in sustainability reports, pledges and boardroom risk registers but too often fail to influence where companies actually allocate their spending. That gulf matters because purchased goods and services frequently account for the bulk of a firm’s nature-related impacts and exposures. If businesses are serious about reducing harm to ecosystems or managing nature-linked risks, procurement must move from the margins to the centre of strategy.
Understanding how purchases connect to natural systems is the starting point. The Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures defines nature to include land, water, oceans, air and the ecosystems that sustain economic activity, and highlights how business dependencies and impacts create tangible risks such as supply disruption from water scarcity or regulatory and reputational fallout from deforestation. According to the Natural Capital Coalition, practical decision-making requires visibility into where commodities originate, in what quantities, and how extraction and production interact with local ecosystems so procurement teams can prioritise the most material exposures.
A commodity-led approach makes strategic sense because the greatest pressures on nature often occur at the point of extraction. Companies should map sourcing geographies and volumes to assess dependencies on services such as pollination, soil fertility and freshwater availability, and to quantify risks tied to pollution, land conversion and ecosystem decline. Industry guidance from CDP and others stresses that embedding such data at supplier level enables procurement to compare suppliers on nature-related risks and to factor these assessments directly into sourcing decisions.
Reducing demand must be treated as a legitimate procurement outcome. Circular economy measures, extending asset lifetimes, repairing rather than replacing equipment, sharing resources across teams or postponing non-essential upgrades, often deliver larger reductions in environmental pressure than supplier switching alone. Global Canopy’s Little Blue Book of Nature Business catalogues many sector-specific options and encourages procurement teams to consider “do not buy” or circular alternatives as proper results of buying processes.
At the same time, buyers should invest in their supplier relationships. Many suppliers possess the operational capacity to lower impacts if given clear expectations, data and support. Practical steps include asking suppliers to disclose their nature impacts and mitigation plans, co-developing transition roadmaps, setting measurable targets and tracking progress. According to the Natural Capital Coalition, procurement contracts can reinforce these ambitions by linking supplier performance to environmental outcomes and by offering incentives that do not necessarily raise costs, such as longer contracts, improved payment terms or collaborative technical assistance.
Successful examples show how long-term commercial partnerships can change practices at scale. Tesco’s Sustainable Dairy Group, cited by the retailer as a decade-plus collaboration with farmers, pairs guaranteed prices and long contracts with support for animal welfare, carbon reduction and nature recovery. That model demonstrates how an incentive structure built into procurement can enable suppliers to invest in ecological improvements without destabilising their businesses.
Where incumbent suppliers cannot meet new standards, procurement must be prepared to reallocate demand to lower-impact providers. This requires integrating robust nature-risk metrics into tendering processes so sourcing teams can favour producers operating in lower-deforestation landscapes or in watersheds with more sustainable water management. CDP and TNFD guidance both emphasise the importance of firm-level data to make such comparisons actionable.
Embedding nature into procurement is not a quick compliance exercise but a strategic transformation of daily buying choices. Government disclosure rules and voluntary reporting frameworks are converging on nature-related transparency, which will increase the commercial consequences of inaction. Industry analysis suggests companies that move early will spot exposures sooner, create stronger supplier partnerships, and gain competitive advantage as markets and regulators tighten.
Procurement thus represents the frontline of the nature transition. Every tender, contract and sourcing decision influences how natural resources are used across global supply chains, and those decisions will determine whether corporate nature strategies amount to pledges or to measurable recovery of the ecosystems on which business depends.
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