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ABSTRACT
Public procurement is a pillar in the Europe 2020 strategy and one of the core policies derived from
the Single Market Acts I and II. Majoritarian views advocate for an interventionist approach and
instrumental utilisation of procurement for the promotion of horizontal policies seen as deeply
embedded in the Europe 2020 strategy. Conversely, public procurement can only make such a
contribution by promoting the maximum degree of competition and being open to market-led
innovation, instead of trying to mandate or ‘drive’ such innovation or ‘greening’ of procurement.
This paper takes the view that the principle of competition is the main tool in the post-2014
procurement toolkit and the moderating factor in the implementation of any horizontal (green, social,
innovation) policies under the new rules—that is, that competition remains the main consideration in
public procurement and that the pursuit any horizontal policies, including those aimed at delivering
the Europe 2020 strategy, need to respect the requirements of undistorted competitive tendering. To
substantiate that claim, the paper focusses on the interpretation of Article 18(1) of Directive 2014/24,
which consolidates the principle of competition, and proposes a strict proportionality test applicable to
the promotion of horizontal procurement policies where such ‘strategic’ or ‘smart’ use of public
procurement can generate market distortions.
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Introduction
Public procurement is a pillar in the Europe 2020 strategy2 and one of the core policies derived from
the Single Market Acts I3 and II.4 As the European Parliament stressed, “if used effectively, public
procurement could be a real driver” for socially-responsible and sustainable growth.5 Indeed, public
procurement reform and best practice could make significant contributions in terms of reducing
administrative red tape, supporting innovation and green policies and, more generally, in boosting the
competitiveness of EU businesses (particularly, SMEs), which are paramount goals of the Europe
2020 strategy.
Majoritarian views advocate for an interventionist approach and instrumental utilisation of
procurement for the promotion of such horizontal policies (McCrudden,6 Arrowsmith,7 Kunzlik,8
Semple,9 as well as many others10). Conversely, it must be stressed that public procurement can only
make such a contribution to economic development, including socially-responsible and sustainable
growth, by promoting the maximum degree of competition and being open to market-led innovation,
instead of trying to mandate or ‘drive’ such innovation, social orientation, or ‘greening’ of
procurement.11 The ‘strategic’ use of public procurement as a regulatory tool can well create barriers
to the internal market, diminish incentives for business participation, and reduce the overall
effectiveness of this essential mechanism for the proper functioning of the public sector.
Consequently, only by avoiding distortions of market dynamics can procurement contribute to
economic growth. Other policy goals are best left to specific regulatory regimes of general
application, such as standardisation, labour, environmental or tax legislation.12
This point of departure is becoming increasingly recognised and, indeed, it has been recently
stressed that the ‘starting point for achieving best value for money in government procurement is a
regulatory framework that is based on the principle of competition and that submits public spending
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to the adherence to competitive procurement methods’.13 This competition-based approach to the
design of public procurement rules can be traced back to the Europe 2020 strategy itself, which
stresses that “[p]ublic procurement policy must ensure the most efficient use of public funds and
procurement markets must be kept open EU-wide”.14
The Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) has also generally supported such an
approach and repeatedly stressed the goal of keeping procurement markets open to competition,15
particularly to ensure that both the public sector and private undertakings can exploit competitive
advantages and benefit from the economic efficiencies derived from the single market. 16 Indeed, the
CJEU has unambiguously declared that procurement ‘legislation contains fundamental rules of EU
law … intended to ensure the application of the principles of equal treatment of tenderers and of
transparency in order to open up undistorted competition in all the Member States’,17 and repeatedly
stressed that the purpose of the public procurement directives ‘is to develop effective competition in
the field of public contracts’.18 Even if some of its recent case law in the area of procurement of social
services may point towards a shift in approach19 and a relaxation of the competitive requirement in
certain socially and politically sensitive sectors,20 the need for procurement to contribute to budgetary
efficiency and, ultimately, to the efficient use of public funds remains a key consideration in the
interpretation of EU public procurement rules.21
Despite the clear intent to reconcile competition and economic efficiency with environmental
and social considerations as part of the move towards a social market economy, 22 and even bearing in
mind the instrumental importance of procurement in the delivery of the Europe 2020 strategy;23 such
general approach to the design of a pro-competitive procurement setting as a tool to boost efficient
public expenditure was also followed in the preparation of the new public procurement rules, which
clearly stressed that “to increase the efficiency of public spending … it is vital to generate the
13
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strongest possible competition for public contracts awarded in the internal market”.24 Not
surprisingly, the resulting Directive 2014/2425 included competition as one of the general principles of
the redesigned EU public procurement system.
Following these cues, this paper takes the view that the principle of competition is the main
tool in the post-2014 procurement toolkit and the moderating factor in the implementation of any
horizontal (green, social, innovation) policies under the new rules—that is, that competition remains
the main consideration in public procurement and that the pursuit any horizontal policies, including
those aimed at delivering the Europe 2020 strategy, need to respect the requirements of undistorted
competitive tendering. To substantiate that claim, the paper focusses on the interpretation of Article
18(1) of Directive 2014/24, which consolidates the principle of competition, and proposes a strict
proportionality test applicable to the promotion of horizontal procurement policies where such
‘strategic’ or ‘smart’ use of public procurement can generate market distortions.

The principle of competition in Article 18(1) of Directive 2014/24 and its interpretation
The pro-competitive approach to the design of the EU public procurement system has resulted in
Article 18(1) of Directive 2014/24, whereby ‘[t]he design of the procurement shall not be made with
the intention … of artificially narrowing competition’.26 For the purposes of interpreting what the
general principle of competition means in the public procurement setting, it is interesting to stress that
Directive 2014/24 has aimed to codify the principles coined by the CJEU in its case law. In that
regard, the principle of competition was already clearly embedded in the previous generations of
public procurement Directives and, despite some terminological confusion and the fact that Advocates
General were more prone to refer to it than the CJEU itself, it is possible to decant a relatively clearcut content for this principle from the pre-2014 case law.
According to its most elaborated construction of the principle of competition in the
procurement setting so far—developed by Advocate General Stix-Hackl in her Opinion in the Sintesi
case27—the competition principle embedded in the EU public procurement directives might seem to
be multi-faceted and could potentially fulfil at least three protective purposes. First, it would be aimed
at relations between undertakings themselves and would require that there exists parallel competition
between them when they participate in the tendering for public contracts. Second, it would be
concerned with the relationship between the contracting authorities and the tendering undertakings, in
particular in order to avoid abuses of a dominant position—both by undertakings against the
contracting authorities (i.e. through the exercise of market or ‘selling’ power) and, reversely, by
contracting authorities against public contractors (through the exercise of buying power). Third, the
principle of competition would be designed to protect competition as an institution.28 Finally, as a
complement to the previous functions or as an expression of the competition principle, EU public
procurement directives set particular rules that operationalise the competition principle in different
phases of the public procurement process—such as transparency rules, rules on technical
24
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specifications, provisions on the selection of undertakings and on the criteria for the award of
contracts, information disclosure rules, etc.
Even if the approach followed by Advocate General Stix-Hackl is to be shared in general terms
and the competition principle embedded in the EU public procurement directives is to be conceived of
as an independent principle,29and spelled out in broad terms, a closer examination seems to indicate
that, of the three stated functions of the competition principle in the public procurement arena, only
the latter is of distinguishing relevance. This is so because the other two stated functions of the
competition principle are neither more nor less than the standard application of EU competition rules
in the public procurement setting.30 Therefore, only what has been termed ‘protection of competition
as an institution’ constitutes the proper content for the competition principle embedded in EU public
procurement law. By ‘protection of competition as an institution’, direct reference is made to the
general objective of the TFEU of guaranteeing a system ensuring that competition in the internal
market is not distorted and, more generally, to the ensuing general principle of competition.31
Such a reference should currently be interpreted in relation to Article 3(3) TEU, Article 3(1)(b)
TFEU and Protocol (27) TFEU32—ie, EU public procurement directives should be conceived of and
configured as a body of rules developed on the basis of the principle of undistorted competition in the
internal market. Or, more clearly, it is submitted that the competition principle embedded in the EU
public procurement directives is no more and no less than a particularisation, or specific enunciation,
of the more general principle of competition in EU law. In this way, the relevance of the competition
principle in the field of public procurement is stressed, since its inclusion amongst the basic principles
of public procurement regulation seems to imply the existence of a stronger link of this body of
regulation to this general principle of EU law than in the case of other regulatory bodies.
Placing the principle of competition at the basis of the EU public procurement rules reinforces
its importance. The justification for this emphasis or reinforcement of the principle of competition in
the sphere of public procurement can be found in the fact that EU public procurement rules were
developed right from the beginning on the basis of the clear finding that they were necessary to create
competition in a setting that initially suffered from an almost complete lack of it. Therefore, the clear
competition objective guiding public procurement rules (above) and the ensuing obligation of
contracting authorities to protect competition as an institution—if not to develop competition in the
public procurement field—was synthesised in the principle of competition embedded in EU public
procurement directives, and now consolidated in Article 18(1) of Directive 2014/24.
It is worth emphasising that the competition principle embedded in EU public procurement
directives has two dimensions. In its positive dimension, public procurement rules are guided by a
fundamental competition principle in that they are designed to abolish protectionist purchasing
practices by Member States that result in a segmentation of the internal market and, consequently, to
foster transnational competition for public contracts, as well as increased domestic competition for the
29

Opinion of AG Léger in ARGE, C-94/99, EU:C:2000:330, para 95 fn 36.
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same contracts.33 This has been the ‘classical’ or ‘narrow’ conception of the competition requirements
and goals of EU public procurement rules—which has read the requirement to open public
procurement up to competition as strictly requiring an increase in the number of bidders, mainly due
to increased cross-border competition. This view is intrinsically related to non-discrimination
requirements (particularly as regards discrimination on the grounds of nationality), and presents a
strong link with the objective of market integration that has constantly informed the design and
enforcement of EU public procurement directives. However, this positive approach to the competition
principle does not comprise all its implications in the public procurement arena, since the principle
requires promotion of undistorted competition in public procurement, not merely fostering bidders’
participation.
Possibly of a greater relevance—although so far less explored—is the negative dimension of
the competition principle embedded in EU public procurement directives. From this perspective,
competition requirements should be understood as determining that public procurement rules have to
be designed and implemented in such a way that existing competition is not distorted.34 In other
words, it is submitted that public procurement rules cannot generate distortions in the dynamic
competitive processes that would take place in the market in their absence. Or, even more clearly,
public procurement rules must not distort competition between undertakings. This fundamental
competition principle embedded in the public procurement directives could be defined or phrased in
these terms: public procurement rules have to be interpreted and applied in a pro-competitive way, so
that they do not hinder, limit, or distort competition. Contracting entities must refrain from
implementing any procurement practices that prevent, restrict or distort competition.
This mandate must be considered a well-defined obligation to all Member States’ contracting
authorities, and not a mere programmatic declaration of the EU public procurement directives. As has
been rightly stressed, the evolution of the EU directives on public procurement has progressively
reduced the area of discretion left to Member States,35 and consequently the general principles and
mandates contained in the EU public procurement directives should suffice to constrain effectively
Member States’ purchasing behaviour, or to substantiate a declaration of their breach of EU law if
they behave otherwise. Hence, from this negative perspective, public procurement rules and
practices—including those aimed at the pursuit of environmental, social, innovation or any other
horizontal or secondary policy goals—need to be measured with the yardstick of the competition
principle to ensure that they do not result in restrictions of competition or, in other terms, that they do
not generate the effects that competition law seeks to prevent. In the end, as was clearly stated, ‘the
principle of competition is designed to protect competition as an institution’.36
In view of all the above, the consolidation of the principle of competition in Article 18(1) of
Directive 2014/24 should be welcome. Regardless of the interpretative difficulties that its precise
wording may create, in my view, it is the main tool in the post-2014 procurement toolkit and the
moderating factor in the implementation of any horizontal (green, social, innovation) policies under
the new rules. The principle of competition prohibits contracting authorities from engaging in
33
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practices that artificially narrow down competition and comes to establish a rebuttable presumption of
competition-restrictive procurement based on a reasonable objective assessment of the concurring
circumstances, so that the consequences and effects of the way in which the procurement procedure is
designed and carried out by the contracting authority can determine their unlawfulness. In other
words, the test to determine whether specific procurement practices are compliant with the principle
of competition in Article 18(1) of Directive 2014/24 or not (and, in that case, need to be amended or
abandoned by contracting authorities), requires an assessment of whether the restriction of
competition created by the contracting authority can be justified on objective grounds and whether the
restriction of competition is strictly proportionate to the alternative aim pursued by the contracting
authority, always bearing in mind that the main goal of the procurement exercise is to create
competition so that the contracting authority obtains the works, goods or services it requires in the
best possible (market) conditions and that market agents can exploit any existing competitive
advantages in the setting of the internal market.37
As discussed in further detail in the next section, if requirements apparently derived from the
pursuit of any horizontal (green, social, innovation) policies cannot be justified on objective grounds
(e.g. are not linked to the subject-matter of the contract and/or a rational and disinterested contracting
authority would not have taken the same decision), or are not strictly proportionate (e.g. impose
demands that go beyond the scope of the procurement procedure and/or that create such a restriction
of competition that the benefit for the purposes of the horizontal policy does not make up for it), they
will be barred by the principle of competition. Given that the issue of objective justification is closely
linked to general issues of public law, such as the duty to state reasons and other obligations derived
from the duty of good administration that exceed the present discussion, they will not be assessed in
detail here. The following section focusses on the strict proportionality test that results from the
principle of competition consolidated in Article 18(1) of Directive 2014/24.

The strict proportionality test derived from the principle of competition
The discussion above shows how, in order to assess whether the pursuit of any horizontal (green,
social, innovation) policies infringes the requirements derived from the competition principle or not, it
is necessary to engage in policy considerations aimed at striking a balance between such competing
interests. In that regard, generally, Member States may seem to retain substantial freedom to conduct
trade-off and balancing analyses between competition and conflicting (non-economic) policy
objectives and to adopt competition-distorting non-economic legislation and regulation, particularly in
the field of public procurement, where horizontal policies receive special attention.38
Nevertheless, such an exercise of balancing conflicting goals and policies is not completely
unrestrained, and there are certain bounds within which Member States should conduct such
assessment (however complex it might be), as well as general criteria that must inform the decisions
to be made—which shall be subjected to a strict proportionality analysis.39 In the end, the construction
of the European economic system—and, to a large extent, of the whole European project—must
necessarily have its foundations in a set of rules ensuring undistorted and free competition in an open
market economy. Therefore, the balancing between economic and non-economic policies will
37
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necessarily need to respect all Treaty provisions—and particularly Articles 119 and 120 TFEU. As a
point of departure, it is to be stressed that Article 120 TFEU clearly imposes on Member States the
duty to conduct their economic policies with a view to contributing to the achievement of the
objectives of the Union, and to act in accordance with the principle of an open market economy with
free competition, favouring an efficient allocation of resources (according to the principles laid down
in art 119 TFEU).40 Few doubts can be cast, then, on the principle that Member States’ economic
regulations must be guided by allocative efficiency considerations and promote free competition in
the markets.41 This requirement will be of special relevance in the case of public procurement rules, as
a main exponent of economic regulation—or, in other words, ‘core’ EU economic policy.
From this perspective, and in essence, the issue of concurrent and conflicting EU and Member
States’ non-economic policies in the public procurement field—whether directly linked to the Europe
2020 strategy, or otherwise—raises the question whether the efficiency and free competition
requirements for all economic policies must prevail or, on the contrary, if certain inefficiencies and
distortions of competition must be allowed for in pursuance of non-economic policies and, if so, under
which circumstances and to what extent.42
Criteria for the Balancing of Conflicting Policy Goals and Effects
In my view, two main differences need to be drawn in order to analyse this complex issue properly—
as a holistic analysis would make it difficult to strike the proper balance between conflicting goals and
effects of juxtaposed and overlapping policies pursued at different levels of government. On the one
hand, balancing the objectives and effects of EU policies amongst themselves needs to be
differentiated from balancing the goals and effects of EU and Member States’ domestic policies (i.e.,
horizontal v vertical compatibility test).43 On the other hand, balancing EU ‘core’ economic goals

40

CIF, C-198/01, EU:C:2003:430, para 47; and E Szyszczak, The Regulation of the State in Competitive
Markets in the EU (Oxford, Hart Publishing, 2007) 6-7 and 30-31. On the implications of this principle of an
open market economy with free competition and the paramount importance that it imbues in EU competition
policy, D Hildebrand, The Role of Economic Analysis in the EC Competition Rules, 2nd edn (New York,
Kluwer Law International, 2002) 8-16.
41
Indeed, the free market principle enshrined in art 119 TFEU is bound to dominate all policies of the EU; see E
Szyszczak, ‘State Intervention and the Internal Market’ in T Tridimas and P Nebbia (eds), European Union Law
for the Twenty-First Century: Rethinking the New Legal Order (Oxford, Hart Publishing, 2004) 217, 227.
42
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Opinion 1/91 on the draft EEA agreement [1991] ECR I-6079 41; Eco Swiss, C-126/97, EU:C:1999:269, paras
36-37; Courage and Crehan, C-453/99, EU:C:2001:465, paras 20-21; see also Waste oils, 240/83,
EU:C:1985:591, para 9; and Albako v BALM, 249/85, EU:C:1987:245, para 16. In similar terms, the
preponderance of the competition principle in EU law has been stressed by J Pelkmans, European Integration.
Methods and Economic Analysis, 2nd edn (Harlow, Longman, 1997) 183; and RD Anderson and A Heimler,
‘What has Competition Done for Europe? An Inter-Disciplinary Answer’ (2007) 4 Aussenwirtschaft 419, 42126. Contrary to the prevalence of the principle of free competition over other principles and goals of the
TFEU—which is considered to pursue simultaneously and with equal intensity a wide range of goals, see
Opinion of AG Mischo in Finalarte, joined cases C-49/98, C-50/98, C-52/98 to C-54/98 and C-68/98 to C71/98, EU:C:2000:395, paras 45-46. Along the same lines, see W Sauter, Competition Law and Industrial
Policy in the EU (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1997) 225, who considers that there is no hierarchical order between
the various intermediate objectives of the Treaty.
43
‘Horizontal’ refers exclusively to the EU level. There is a different horizontal analysis to be conducted
between Member States’ domestic economic and non-economic policies. However, in this setting, the CJEU has
granted Member States ample discretion to balance economic and non-economic goals by narrowing down the
scope of art 120 TFEU in this ‘second layer’ of horizontal analysis; see Échirolles, C-9/99, EU:C:2000:532.
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against non-economic goals (either of the EU or of the Member States) needs to be distinguished from
balancing the latter and ‘secondary or peripheral’ EU economic policies (relevance of policies test).44
As regards the first criterion—that is, the horizontal or vertical consistency of policies’ goals
and effects—the consistency of EU policies amongst themselves (a horizontal balancing of goals)
seems to impose a stricter approach towards giving prevalence to economic goals than the assessment
of the consistency of EU and Member States policies (a vertical analysis). Given that the TFEU aims
to accomplish a broad set of objectives, there are indispensible trade-offs between competing goals
that the European institutions need to assess when defining EU policies and setting regulatory goals.
Therefore, it is for EU institutions to decide whether certain inefficiencies and ‘instrumental’
distortions of competition are desirable in the light of obtaining non-economic objectives for the
ensemble of Member States and in favour of all European citizens, subject to the general principle of
proportionality. Given the basic purpose and history of the EU, its policies are largely determined by
economic concerns, and economic objectives dominate as decision-making criteria in most cases.45
Nevertheless, in this horizontal perspective, it is for EU institutions to decide whether to depart or not
from this fundamentally economic approach when making decisions in non-economic areas of
European policy—subject also to the relevance of policies test described below. This seems rather
clear in the Europe 2020 strategy, which ultimate objective is to promote economic growth and
employment, even more so in the aftermath of the economic crisis that started in 2008,46 which may
well require a stress of the single market aspects more directly linked to ‘core economic’ policies in
the years to come.47 In that regard, the balance of economic and non-economic aspects linked to the
Europe 2020 strategy in the specific area of procurement needs to be done within the framework of
the applicable rules (mainly, Directive 2014/24) and, consequently, under the requirements derived
from the general principle of competition therein embedded.
The circumstances are different when the non-economic decisions are to be made at a national
level and consistency with EU economic policies determines the scope of Member States’ discretion
in shaping their non-economic domestic policies—that is, in the case of a vertical analysis.48 This is
particularly important in public procurement because the horizontal (green, social, innovation)
policies they aim to develop do not always have a clear EU origin or functional equivalent, sometimes
even the opposite, particularly if they aim to foster regional development or to tackle specific social
policies. The potential tension between the objectives and goals of EU economic regulations and the
44
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effects generated by Member States in pursuance of that type of non-economic goals often gives way
to a conflict (of competences) that needs to be resolved by means of the analytical criteria offered by
two of the most important principles for the interpretation and construction of EU law: the principle of
supremacy (or primacy) and the principle of subsidiarity (art 69 TFEU and the corresponding Protocol
on the application of the principles of subsidiarity and proportionality), as the issue is finally one of
distribution of competences between the Union and Member States.
According to the principle of subsidiarity, if the decision on a given non-economic issue lies
with the Member States, EU institutions either lack competence in that area or are not the bestsituated decision-makers in that particular instance.49 Therefore, non-economic aspects of decisionmaking should exclusively be determined by the corresponding national institutions—within the
general limits imposed by the rules of the TFEU. At the same time, if the conflicting economic
regulation has been designed and is enforced at the EU level (and for the same subsidiarity reasons, a
contrario), EU institutions either have exclusive competence in the area according to the rules of the
TFEU, or are the best-positioned authority to make that decision.50 In this latter scenario, the principle
of supremacy51 necessarily becomes the deciding factor, as the principle of subsidiarity cannot
provide a satisfactory solution to the conflict of competences when both legal orders have exercised
their powers appropriately, according to the relevant rules on division of powers. Given the effet utile
of the TFEU and of all the secondary legislation instruments implementing EU policies, economic
goals pursued at the EU level are to be considered preponderant, and conflicting national noneconomic regulations whose effects jeopardise the attainment of EU economic goals will in principle
need to be adjusted (ie, limited) to the point where they no longer detract from the effectiveness of the
relevant EU economic regulation—or, at least, subjected to a very strict proportionality test that
ensures that the benefits generated by the conflicting non-economic goals are commensurate with or
exceed the negative effects they generate on the attainment of EU economic goals.52
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Therefore, in general terms, EU economic goals will take precedence over Member States’
non-economic goals when the pursuit of the latter generates negative effects on the former, unless the
non-economic benefits generated overcome a strict proportionality test.53 Consequently, Member
States shall refrain from pursuing conflicting non-economic policies that generate disproportionate
negative effects or that raise unnecessary obstacles to the attainment of EU economic goals. This
proportionality analysis should be developed taking into account the specific circumstances of the
case and the actual effects of the conflicting domestic policies on the goals pursued at EU level—eg,
the restrictions or distortions of competition that they generate.54
As regards the second criterion, the relevance of the EU economic policies in conflict will also
have an impact on and largely determine the outcome of the balancing test between them and noneconomic policies. The more relevant an EU economic policy—and, hence, the more fundamental to
the integration process—the more difficult it should be for a competing non-economic goal to gain
precedence and for the negative effects generated in its pursuit to be acceptable under EU law. Put
differently, the more relevant an EU economic policy, the higher the pressure for non-economic goals
to be taken into consideration as leading decision-making criteria in resolving the conflict. In this
sense, ‘core’ EU economic policies derive from the basic objective of creating and developing an
internal market, and mainly comprise competition and free movement—and, among the latter, public
procurement rules.55 Hence, any limitation of the effectiveness of competition and public procurement
rules needs to be more strongly justified by overriding non-economic considerations than a similar
restriction of EU economic policies of a ‘secondary or peripheral’ nature.
According to the abovementioned criteria, it is submitted that, when evaluating a given
domestic legislation or administrative practice of the Member States, a particularly restrictive
approach should be taken when the result or effect of such regulation is to detract from the
effectiveness of ‘core’ EU economic goals—and, particularly, from the effectiveness of the internal
market policies, which include competition and free movement as their paramount expression. In that
case, if the restriction to competition is aimed at pursuing domestic non-economic goals, a very
stringent proportionality test (particularly as regards the existence of alternative solutions that
generate minor competition distortions or restrictions to free movement) should be applied on the
basis of the logic derived from the principles of subsidiarity and supremacy. On the other hand, even
if the restriction to competition is aimed at furthering a competing EU non-economic policy (as
designed by EU institutions, but to be implemented by Member States), a similarly stringent approach
should be followed and the validity of the anti-competitive regulation should be strictly scrutinised on
the basis of a narrow construction of the EU non-economic policy that conflicts with a ‘core’ EU
economic policy. Therefore, the analysis should not be based on a comparison between policy
objectives, but shall be restricted to those cases in which the pursuit of non-economic goals (as a
matter of domestic or EU policy) generate negative effects or diminish the effectiveness of ‘core’ EU
economic goals. It clearly follows that, whenever the pursuit of those non-economic goals does not
53
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generate a negative impact on ‘core’ EU economic goals (ie, does not jeopardise their attainment), no
assessment under the proposed test should be triggered.
The Impact of the Strict Proportionality Test on the Pursuit of Horizontal Procurement Policies
The application of the criteria proposed in the previous sub-section for the assessment of potentially
conflicting policies would could contribute to restricting certain types of public procurement rules—
particularly those aimed at the pursuit of ‘secondary’ policies, or at regulatory uses of public
procurement (such as contract compliance), and ultimately contribute to achieving a more
competition-oriented public procurement system.
Generally, the pursuit of ‘secondary’ policies in the public procurement field could result in
distortions of competition unless such policies are framed within the strict limits set by EU public
procurement rules themselves.56 Consequently, the pursuit of such ‘secondary’ policies or the use of
public procurement as a regulatory tool by Member States will potentially conflict with EU
competition rules and with their basic goals and objectives—since they will most often generate
negative effects for the attainment of the ‘core’ economic goals of EU public procurement and
competition law. Then, the establishment of national legislation in pursuance of such ‘secondary’
policies that generate anti-competitive effects should not be automatically allowed or deemed
compatible with the requirements of the principle of competition embedded in Article 18(1) of
Directive 2014/24. In these circumstances, an analysis should be conducted according to the
aforementioned criteria and the ensuing strict proportionality test—with particular focus on the
identification of potential distortions of competition—and, when possible, alternative means to pursue
non-economic goals with a lower impact on ‘core’ economic objectives should be explored.57
According to the analytical framework previously outlined, it should be determined whether the
secondary policies pursued are ‘EU secondary policies’ or ‘domestic secondary policies’—ie, whether
they pose a question of vertical or of horizontal consistency. In this regard, ‘EU secondary policies’
seem to be limited to taking into consideration social and environmental issues that are directly related
to the object of the procurement process.58 To be sure, Directive 2014/24 has increased the possibility
of including as award criteria elements linked to the whole life-cycle of the goods or services being
procured, which can be seen as expanding the scope for horizontal (particularly green) policies, but
there are still important limits to be respected.59 In that regard, issues such as taking into consideration
environmental and social requirements that present loose links to the object of the contract, imposing
general corporate social responsibility requirements on interested bidders,60 or the pursuit of any other
non-economic issues (one of the most controversial amongst those non-economic elements will,
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needless to say, concern any assessment of local/social value of a given procurement61); should be
considered ‘domestic secondary policies’—and, hence, subjected to a stricter proportionality analysis.
In the first instance (ie domestic rules or practice in line with clearly defined ‘EU secondary
policies’), domestic public procurement rules should be shielded from further scrutiny, assuming the
criteria to ensure consistency (rectius, proportionality) of conflicting EU goals are respected—ie, that
the environmental or social aspects are closely related to the object of the contract and that they do not
leave full discretion to the contracting authorities to award the contract (as the prime yardsticks of the
principle of proportionality in this area).62 On the contrary, if the domestic legislation of the Member
States goes further than allowed for by EU public procurement rules or pursues different goals—ie,
pursues ‘domestic secondary policies’, their procurement policies should be analysed according to the
abovementioned criteria of vertical consistency with EU competition goals (and, consequently,
subjected to more stringent requirements).
Given the ‘core’ nature of competition as an EU economic policy and the orientation of public
procurement as a tool to harvest its results, it is submitted that competition considerations should take
precedence over national non-economic policies whose effects impair or jeopardise the goals set at the
EU level (that is, policies which restrict or distort competition in the internal market).63 Therefore, if
the pursuit of ‘domestic secondary policies’ generates material distortions of competition in the public
procurement setting that are not proportional to the alternative goals or that are unnecessary for their
attainment—and, ultimately, jeopardises the general goal of undistorted competition in the internal
market that is encapsulated in Article 18(1) of Directive 2014/24—these policies should be declared
in breach of EU law. In more specific terms, when contracting authorities from Member States
conduct procurement activities that generate restrictions or distortions of competition, the fact that
their decisions are made in accordance with domestic legislation that pursues ‘secondary policies’
should be largely irrelevant in their assessment under EU law—ie, should not automatically be
exempted, since national public procurement legislation which generates effects that jeopardise or
impair the attainment of undistorted competition conditions in the internal market should be subjected
to a strict proportionality test and, failing to pass it, be declared in breach of EU law and be deemed
unfit to justify the public procurement practices that artificially narrow down (or exclude) competition
in contravention of Article 18(1) of Directive 2014/24—ultimately, by virtue of the requirements of
the principle of supremacy.

Conclusion
This paper has taken the view that the only way in which public procurement can contribute to the
goals of the Europe 2020 strategy in an effective way is by adopting a clearly pro-competitive
framework. Directive 2014/24 has done so by consolidating the general principle of competition in its
Article 18(1), which requires that contracting authorities avoid artificially narrowing down
competition. In that regard, the paper has shown how competition is the main tool in the post-2014
procurement toolkit and the moderating factor in the implementation of any horizontal (green, social,
61
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innovation) policies under the new rules. The interpretation of Article 18(1) of Directive 2014/24
advanced here resulted in a stringent proportionality test applicable to the promotion of horizontal
procurement policies where such ‘smart’ use of public procurement can generate market distortions.
Where the horizontal policy being pursued by the Member States derives from an EU
policy—ie ultimately implements the Europe 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive
growth—this test will require that the environmental, innovative or social aspects included in the
procurement decision-making process are closely related to the object of the contract and that they do
not leave full discretion to the contracting authorities in the award the contract. Conversely, where
Member States pursue strictly domestic secondary policies (such as promotion of local/social value),
their procurement should be subjected to more stringent requirements. In these cases, admittedly,
there will be limited scope for horizontal policies that generate appreciable distortions of competition.
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