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02 SUSTAINABLE SUPPLY 
CHAIN CHALLENGES

CHALLENGE #1

CHALLENGE #2

DATA AVAILABILITY AND GRANULARITY
It is difficult for operators to get the data if vendors do not disclose emissions 
via CDP or other platforms. It therefore follows that one of the biggest chal-
lenges in supply chain emission accounting concerns data. Suppliers might 
not provide accurate emission data or provide something based on standard 
emissions which are averaged across the industry thus representing a gene-
ral value and not an exact one. This is also a matter of transparency:  when 
collecting data internally versus data reported externally. 

There are many challenges for the operators 
striving to reduce supply chain emissions since 
they are generated outside of their organizational 
boundaries. 

Below are some of the significant challenges  
faced by the operators

DATA INTEGRITY, STAKEHOLDER DYNAMICS, 
AND THE NEED FOR STANDARDS
A second key challenge is that of data integrity and stakeholder dynamics. 
Although operators often work closely with and engage their suppliers on a 
long-term basis, they are still separate organisations and as such are subject 
to their own organisational dynamics and incentives - setting their objectives 
and strategies based on their own views of how the market and business 
environment (including regulations) are developing.  These dynamics make 
for challenges in the integrity of data for example due to different suppliers 
having different net-zero plans and taking different approaches to measuring 
and declaring the carbon footprint of their products and services. 
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05 CRITICAL SUCCESS  
FACTORS FOR SUPPLY CHAIN 
SUSTAINABILITY 
Effectively developing and managing a sustainable supply chain requires that  
operators build ESG goals into their overall strategic plan and align their organisation 
and partners around that strategy. This will require changes to the operator’s systems 
and processes; up-skilling of staff; and the development of new business models.  
Development of more telco industry-specific supply chain sustainability KPIs could be 
an important follow up activity for a next initiative.

Operators can use  
Science Based Targets 
Initiative (SBTi) [13] to 
align their climate goals 
with UN targets.

UN targets: Science-based targets provide companies 
with a clearly defined path to reduce emissions in line 
with the Paris Agreement goals. Moreover, Science-based 
targets provide a clearly defined pathway for companies 
to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, helping to 
prevent the worst impacts of climate change and to fu-
ture-proof business growth.

Targets are considered ‘science-based’ if they are in line 
with what the latest climate science deems necessary to 
meet the goals of the Paris Agreement - limiting global 
warming to well-below 2°C above pre-industrial levels 
and pursuing efforts to limit warming to 1.5°C. More than 
2,000 businesses around the world are already working 
with the SBTi.

5.1	 DEVELOPING ESG GOALS
Successfully developing and managing a sustainable supply 
chain starts with the operator defining and committing to 
clear ESG goals and ensuring that these are integrated into 
the company’s overall corporate and business objectives.  
Essentially the ESG goals should be fully consistent with 
the company’s wider goals and no goal or strategy should 
conflict with the overall vision of creating an operator with 
sustainability as one of its core values.  

Ensuring that ESG goals are fully integrated into the 
company’s objectives and its strategic plan helps to en-
sure that the entire operation of the operator - including 
supply chain management and product/service provision 
to end-customers will align with the ESG goals.  
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05 CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS FOR SUPPLY CHAIN 
SUSTAINABILITY 

5.3.1	 SUPPLY CHAIN MANAGE-
MENT AND PROCUREMENT
Operators will need to adapt (and potentially introduce 
new) supply chain processes as follows:

Supplier Selection Processes: Supplier selection processes 
should be adapted to ensure that suppliers are chosen for 
their ability to provide the supplied products and services 
whilst also meeting the operator’s requirements around 
ESG goals and in particular reduction of carbon emissions.  
Operators will need to update their RFQ/RFP processes to 
include specific sections on ESG and will need to develop 
a scoring mechanism that provides sufficient weighting 
to ESG aspects whilst ensuring overall commercial goals 
in relation to supplier selection can be met. For example, 
to ensure the operator can accurately determine the 
carbon emissions of its products and services, operators 
will require their suppliers to provide data on the carbon 
emissions of their products and services. 

Operators could encourage sharing information through 
CDP: Carbon Disclosure Project is a global organisation 
driving disclosure of Sustainability data and has become 
a de facto standard for company transparency regarding 
sustainability performance.  ESG ratings (if included in the 
RFP/RFQ) should be based on an independent trusted 
source. 

Supplier Management Processes: In addition to supplier 
selection, operators will need to manage their suppliers 
with ESG in mind throughout their ongoing supplier 
relationships. This includes working with (and selecting) 
products and suppliers that help the operator to meet 
its goals with respect to its own product and service de-
velopment (see 5.3.2).   Operators should have a supplier 
code of conduct and should have processes in place to 
regularly audit suppliers to ensure that the code of con-
duct is being fulfilled. The Responsible Business Alliance 
(RBA) is a useful resource for developing supplier codes 
of conduct [14].

5.3.2	 PRODUCT / SERVICE  
DEVELOPMENT / DEVICES
In many countries, operators are the primary channel 
through which consumers buy their smartphones and 
service subscriptions.   Operators will need to adapt (and 
potentially introduce new) product and service develop-
ment processes as follows:

Policy on extending device / product life: Operators 
should work with their device suppliers to encourage 
them to extend the life of devices.  Potential solutions to 
be considered include embracing modular design (which 
could enhance repair-ability and enable easier recycling).  
As operators are often the major channel for retailing de-
vices to consumers device manufacturers and operators 
will need to work together to ensure sufficient forward 
and reverse logistics are in place to meet the needs of 
consumers who want to buy such devices and be able 
to easily get the device repaired and/or buy new parts. 
(Please see also 5.3.4). 

Eco-Packaging: Operators should work with their suppliers 
to reduce packaging and as far as possible use bio-de-
gradable materials in place of plastics. 

Business Model innovation - moving towards ‘Product 
Given the need to extend the life of physical 

products such as smartphones, routers and IoT devices 
as well as to encourage their re-use and recycling it may 
be useful for operators to consider offering devices as a 
‘service’.  This could enable the operator to have greater 
control over when devices are returned and to better 
manage customer expectations in relation to the lifecycle 
of the device.
    
E-waste management and reverse logistics: Operators 
should have processes and plans in place to aim for full 
circularity and reduce e-waste.
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The NGMN Alliance’s 
Green Future Networks  
initiative seeks to support  
the industry by providing  
timely and actionable advice

Managing and developing the supply chain  
in order to ensure climate and wider Environ-
mental, Societal and Governance (ESG) goals 
can be met is especially important in the mobile 
industry given that operators report the vast 
majority of their carbon emissions are in their 
supply chain. 
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08 LIST OF  
ABBREVIATIONS

CDP Carbon Disclosure Project

ESG Environmental, Social and Governance

ESPR Eco-design for Sustainable Products Regulation

GARS Global Asset Recovery Services

GRI Global Reporting Initiative

LCA Lifecycle Assessment

OEM Original Equipment Manufacturer

PAIA Product Attributes to Impact Algorithm

PCF Production Carbon Footprint

PELM Product End of Life Management

RBA Responsible Business Alliance

RFP / RFQ Request for Proposal / Request for Quotation 

SBTi Science Based Target initiative

SDG Sustainable Development Goals

TCO Total Cost of Ownership
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10 BEST PRACTICES

This contains captured  
best practices from  
several industry players 
who have contributed to  
the development of this  
publication.
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DEUTSCHE TELEKOM
Sustainability and social responsibility have played a key role in our corpo-
rate activities for more than two decades. We see ourselves as a responsible 
company and have made that a core element of our Group strategy. To be 
able to enter into a business relationship with us, suppliers have to register 
on our supplier portal and undergo a qualification process. Those who do so 
are fully informed of Deutsche Telekom’s fundamental principles and values – 
also regarding corporate responsibility and sustainability. As of 2022, ~98% of 
overall emissions from Deutsche Telekom are generated in the supply chain.

SUSTAINABILITY IN PROCUREMENT
Sustainability is considered while making procurement decisions. As of 2022, 
the sustainability criteria are also being applied to selected (high-volume) in-
vitations to tender for the supply of IT and network hardware products, and 
for choosing suppliers. Sustainability accounts for a weighting of 20 percent 
in relation to supplier selection.

SUPPLIER DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM
We collaborate as partners with our suppliers to make sure they are able to 
meet our high sustainability criteria.

Since 2018, we have continued the former Deutsche Telekom supplier de-
velopment program as an industry approach (called ‘Sustainable Development 
Program, or SDP’). Telefónica and Swisscom have since joined this program.

BINDING SUSTAINABILITY REQUIREMENTS
Our Supplier Code of Conduct must be accepted by all suppliers. It sets out 
fundamental human rights, along with our ethical, social, and ecological stan-
dards. In addition, specific sustainability criteria are checked and evaluated 
when selecting suppliers and products.

SUSTAINABILITY REVIEWS
Our suppliers must regularly submit to internal and external sustainability 
reviews. A standardized auditing process is used to regularly assess the on-
site working, social, and living standards, and the environmental situation, 
particularly for suppliers who are of strategic importance or are associated 
with higher risk.

SUPPLIER TRAINING SESSIONS
We train our suppliers using specific online training modules, for example, on 
compliance topics such as corruption prevention and anti-trust law, on human 
rights, and on other sustainability issues.
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KPN is working constantly towards sustainability. KPN has already achieved 
the target for scope 2 and scope 1 emissions and aims to achieve the goal of 
carbon neutrality by 2040.
 
 

Goal of KPN (Source KPN annual report)

 
As we can see from the above diagram, KPN has a goal to go net zero CO2e 
emissions in the value chain.

COLLABORATION TOWARDS A SUSTAINABLE 
VALUE CHAIN
Over the past decades, KPN has established itself as one of the world's greenest 
telecom businesses, motivated by our conviction that sustainable business is 
better business. KPN upped their target this year to achieve net-zero carbon 
emissions by 2040. Suppliers and customer participation are critical across 
the value chain to build the solutions required to reach KPN's ambitious goal 
of being net zero by 2040.
 

COLLABORATING TOWARDS ZERO WASTE 
AND ZERO EMISSIONS
KPN's sustainability strategy is to affect the environmental effect of our who-
le supply chain, from suppliers to customers. KPN's primary objective is to 
achieve near-perfect circularity by 2025. KPN has established an objective of 
redesigning at least 15 typical KPN goods for circularity by 2022, for example, 
by utilizing recycled material. This covers network equipment as well as in-
home devices like modems and set-top boxes. KPN's goal for outflow material 
is to maximize reuse and recycling while avoiding incineration and disposal. 
KPN is decreasing CO2e emissions from our business vehicle fleet by adopting 
zero-emission cars.

KPN






