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IntroduCtIon

Partners

Voluntary sustainability standards (VSS) are 
standards specifying requirements that producers, 
traders, manufacturers, retailers or service 
providers may be asked to meet, relating to a 
wide range of sustainability metrics, including 
respect for basic human rights, worker health 
and safety, environmental impacts, community 
relations, land-use planning and others.

over the last two decades, the number and variety 
of standards has grown, and a concept which was 
once thought of as ‘niche’ has become mainstream. 
Voluntary sustainability standards are a key tool for 
the efficient operation of the ‘Green Economy’.

there are many different kinds of voluntary 
sustainability standards. Some focus on specific 
sectors such as forest management, agriculture, 
mining or fisheries. Some are intended to support 
particular groups such as small-scale farmers or 
producers in developing countries. Some focus on 
specific environmental or social factors such as 
water use, biodiversity, greenhouse gas emissions 
or workers’ rights. Some cover the full range of 
environmental impacts throughout a product’s 
life cycle; others focus on specific phases of 
production. Some identify and promote best 
practice; others support continuous improvement 
or aim to combine both approaches.

Voluntary sustainability standards may be developed 
by individual businesses, business associations, 
environmental or social non-governmental 
organizations or governments, or through multi-

stakeholder initiatives that attempt to balance 
the interests of a range of interested parties and 
stakeholders. Some are associated with consumer-
facing product labels and claims; others are used 
mainly within business-to-business relationships.

Some have achieved a substantial level of consumer 
recognition and private sector uptake worldwide; 
others are mostly known in particular countries.

Voluntary sustainability standards have the potential 
to generate significant environmental, economic and 
social benefits in developing countries. However, 
decision makers and economic operators from 
developing countries frequently express concern 
about the lack of credible information about standards, 
the compliance costs, the risk of marginalization of 
small-scale producers, and the lack of harmonization 
or recognition of equivalence – resulting in the need to 
comply with multiple standards for a single product.

against this background, the united nations Forum 
on Sustainability Standards (unFSS) was created 
to help decision makers from developing countries 
gain access to adequate and relevant information, 
exchange experience and seek assistance on 
voluntary sustainability standards, with an initial 
emphasis on food and agriculture standards.

As a first step, UNFSS has commissioned 
this review of the current landscape of issues 
and initiatives. the intention is not to provide 
answers or to establish positions, but to provide 
an overview of some of the key issues that are 
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under discussion and debate, and to introduce 
decision makers to the range of organizations, 
programmes and initiatives working in the field. 

the work has two parts:

Part One, presented in this document, is an overview 
of key issues relating to the role of government in 
the development, oversight and use of voluntary 
sustainability standards. It starts by framing the 
discussion in reference to sustainable development 
agreements of the united nations. It then covers 
a range of issues and concerns about voluntary 
sustainability standards in the light of these 
agreements, including discussion of the implications of 
international trade rules, and the role of governments.

Part Two (published separately) is an overview of 
the range of governmental, intergovernmental and 
private sector initiatives that are shaping the landscape 
within which voluntary sustainability standards 
operate. the range of initiatives in this sector can 
be bewildering. the mapping is intended to be a 
‘Who’s Who’ and a field guide, and to provide a 
ready starting point for finding further information.

Both documents should prove useful to decision 
makers getting started with voluntary sustainability 
standards. We hope these documents will help 
ensure that voluntary sustainability standards 
achieve their potential to contribute to sustainable 
development in the coming years.

About the uN Forum oN 
SuStAiNAbility StANdArdS (uNFSS)
the unFSS is a platform created to analyse 
voluntary sustainability standards and provide 
information about them, with a particular focus on 
their potential value as tools to help developing 
countries achieve sustainable development goals.

unFSS is rooted in existing mandates and activities of 
participating united nations agencies. Its value lies in 
pooling resources, synchronizing efforts and assuring 
policy coherence, coordination and collaboration, 
in line with the “un acting as one” concept.

unFSS is coordinated by a steering committee 
consisting of Fao, Itc, unctad, uneP and 
unIdo, and is supported by a multi-stakeholder 
advisory panel with representation from producer 
associations, processors/traders, standard-
setting organizations/certifiers, trade negotiators, 
consumers, civil society and researchers.

unFSS facilitates dialogue and knowledge 
exchange, providing a forum for intergovernmental 
actors to communicate with each other and their 
target groups, to address information needs and 
to discuss concerns, linked to impartial analysis 
and demand-driven capacity building.

About thiS documeNt
this document was written for unFSS by Matthew Wenban-Smith of oneWorldStandards Ltd., under the 
guidance of ulrich hoffmann and christopher Wunderlich of the unFSS coordinating and support team.

Editing and design: Wiebke Herding, Maartje Gorte and Michelle Doust for ON:SUBJECT Communications.
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this overview is intended to clarify the 
landscape of issues that policymakers and 
stakeholders have to navigate to ensure that 
voluntary sustainability standards are effective 
in achieving public policy objectives.

the guiding theme throughout the review is 
consideration of the role of governments in relation 
to the development, oversight and use of voluntary 
sustainability standards. the review covers a range 
of issues intended to inform discussion, and returns 
to this fundamental topic in the final chapters.

The intent is not to provide definitive answers to 
the issues raised, but rather to identify and clarify 
questions and concerns and create a common 
platform from which solutions may subsequently 
be developed. Each issue is introduced and briefly 
discussed. Where possible, references are given 
as a starting point for further investigation.

to frame the discussion, chapter 1 reviews 
the statements contained in several un 
agreements–from the 1992 Rio Declaration 
on Environment and Development to the 
2012 publication The Future We Want.

chapter 2 considers different kinds of sustainability 
standards, and some of the technical and policy 
implications of this diversity. While they all share 
some features, and all fall within the broad category of 
voluntary sustainability standards considered by the 

VoLuntArY sustAInABILItY 
stAndArds And  
PuBLIC PoLICY Issues
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unFSS, it is useful to be aware of the diversity and to 
consider the possible implications of the differences.

chapter 3 looks at the use of voluntary sustainability 
standards in the context of international trade 
rules, focusing on the implications of using 
voluntary sustainability standards to support 
trade regulation and government procurement.

chapters 4, 5 and 6 consider the potential impact 
of voluntary sustainability standards on sustainable 
development objectives. chapter 4 introduces some 
general concerns and issues. chapter 5 looks in 
more detail at the challenges that must be addressed 
in order to make a rigorous assessment of social 
and environmental impacts, and chapter 6 looks at 
the potential of voluntary sustainability standards 
to generate price premiums for producers, traders 
and retailers, and so generate economic benefits.

chapter 7 considers the question of the 
proliferation of voluntary sustainability standards: 
some of the causes of proliferation are identified, 
and potential solutions presented.

chapter 8 discusses whether voluntary sustainability 
standards are truly voluntary, and raises some 
important questions: If they are voluntary, can 
they ever be truly effective? If they become 
obligatory in practice, what are the implications?

chapter 9 returns to the core issue of the role of 
government. Voluntary sustainability standards 
are primarily non-governmental instruments. 
But what happens if they start influencing 
social and environmental outcomes that are of 
fundamental interest to the State? What are the 
implications for government and governance 
as their use becomes increasingly widespread? 
how can, or should, governments respond?

Finally, two more operational issues have been 
included as an addendum to the main review. chapter 
10 looks at conformity assessment: the mechanism 
for deciding whether a product, site or organization 
has implemented a standard adequately. chapter 
11 considers traceability: how information about a 
product’s ingredients, constituents, or production 
processes can be made available to customers or 
end users. For both assessment and traceability, 
a variety of models is described and discussed.

It is impossible, in a brief overview, to consider 
all the issues and concerns that may be raised in 
relation to voluntary sustainability standards. It is 
inevitable that some issues and concerns have 
been omitted, and that the discussion of those 
that have been included is simplified. We hope, 
however, that these short presentations provide 
a foundation for further discussion and debate, 
and that they will ultimately ensure that voluntary 
sustainability standards make the greatest possible 
contribution to sustainable development.
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1. VoLuntArY sustAInABILItY 
stAndArds And unIted nAtIons 
deCLArAtIons on sustAInABILItY 

iNtroductioN
the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development 
(‘the Rio Declaration’), adopted by the UN General 
assembly at the earth Summit in 1992, laid out 
fundamental principles that need to be implemented to 
achieve sustainable development. It identified tensions 
between the need of developing countries for economic 
progress built on free and fair international trade, and 
the need to ensure that such progress is not achieved 
at unacceptable social and environmental cost.

this section introduces relevant principles from the rio 
declaration, and highlights elements of subsequent 
un declarations that have developed or expanded on 
these principles. In doing so, it provides a framework 
for considering voluntary sustainability standards, 
the opportunities they present, the constraints 
they face and the issues they need to address.

the rio declArAtioN oN 
eNViroNmeNt ANd deVeloPmeNt 
(1992)
the rio declaration is based on the proposal 
that environmental protection and economic 
development are both integral to sustainable 
development. Focusing on the role of States 
in promoting sustainable development:

 � It proposes that States are responsible for ensuring 
that “activities within their jurisdiction or control” do 
not cause damage to the environment of other 
States (from Principle 2).

 � It recognizes the special needs of developing 
countries and requires developed countries to 
acknowledge their responsibility in the international 
pursuit of sustainable development “in view of 
the pressures their societies place on the global 
environment” (from Principles 6 and 7).

 � It proclaims an explicit commitment to sustainable 
production and consumption: “To achieve 
sustainable development and a higher quality 
of life for all people, States should reduce and 
eliminate unsustainable patterns of production and 
consumption.” (From Principle 8.)

 � It proposes that States may be liable to pay 
compensation for environmental damage to areas 
beyond their jurisdiction caused by activities within 
their jurisdiction or control (from Principle 13).

 � It calls upon national authorities to promote the 
internalization of environmental costs, taking 
account of the ‘polluter pays’ principle (from 
Principle 16).

Voluntary sustainability standards can be key tools 
in the implementation of these principles. however, 
the rio declaration balances these principles 
with others that potentially constrain their use:

 � It recognizes the principle of State sovereignty 
in relation to environmental and developmental 
policies within the State’s jurisdiction (from Principle 
2).

 � It states “Environmental standards, management 
objectives and priorities should reflect the 
environmental and development context to which 
they apply. Standards applied by some countries may 
be inappropriate and of unwarranted economic and 
social cost to other countries, in particular developing 
countries.” (From Principle 11.)

 � It says that “trade policy measures for environmental 
purposes should not constitute a means of arbitrary or 
unjustifiable discrimination or a disguised restriction on 
international trade”, and that “unilateral actions to deal 
with environmental challenges outside the jurisdiction 
of the importing country should be avoided.” (From 
Principle 12.)
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 � It posits that environmental measures addressing 
transboundary or global environmental problems 
should, as far as possible, be based on international 
consensus (from Principle 12).

 � It balances reference to the ‘polluter pays’ principle 
with the requirement that adherence to that 
principle does not ‘distort’ international trade and 
investment (from Principle 16).

rather than discussing the roles of the private sector 
or the activities of non-governmental organizations, 
the rio declaration refers primarily to the roles and 
duties of government and identifies the State’s duties 
in relation to activities within its jurisdiction or control.

At its heart, the Rio Declaration identifies a basic 
tension: that unsustainable consumption (especially in 
developed countries) places unacceptable burdens on 
developing countries. But unsustainable consumption 
comes, in part, from consumption of the products of 
unsustainable production in developing countries. 
What are the roles and responsibilities of States, 
companies and citizens in resolving this tension, while 
promoting economic development through trade?

AGeNdA 21 (1992)
Agenda 21, also approved by the united nations 
General Assembly at Rio in 1992, puts flesh on the 
bones of the rio declaration. It is intended to provide 
a dynamic, flexible action plan for the implementation 
of the principles laid out in the rio declaration. three 
chapters in particular touch on issues that are relevant 
to the role of voluntary sustainability standards:

 � chapter 2: International cooperation to accelerate 
Sustainable development in developing countries 
and related domestic Policies

 � chapter 4: changing consumption Patterns

 � chapter 8: Integrating environment and 
development in decision-Making

chAPter 2: iNterNAtioNAl 
cooPerAtioN to AccelerAte 
SuStAiNAble deVeloPmeNt iN 
deVeloPiNG couNtrieS ANd relAted 
domeStic PolicieS
chapter 2 proclaims that a combination of orthodox 
economic theory and sound environmental policies will 
promote sustainable development. It proposes that:

“An open, equitable, secure, non-discriminatory 
and predictable multilateral trading system that is 

consistent with the goals of sustainable development 
and leads to the optimal distribution of global 
production in accordance with comparative 
advantage is of benefit to all trading partners. 
Moreover, improved market access for developing 
countries’ exports in conjunction with sound 
macroeconomic and environmental policies 
would have a positive environmental impact 
and therefore make an important contribution 
towards sustainable development.” (Para. 2.5)

It acknowledges that “the interactions between 
environment policies and trade issues are manifold 
and have not yet been fully assessed.” (Para. 2.8), but 
nonetheless calls upon governments “to promote 
and support policies, domestic and international, 
that make economic growth and environmental 
protection mutually supportive.” (Para. 2.9)

trade, in the absence of appropriate and effective 
environmental and social policies, is insufficient to 
achieve sustainable development. Agenda 21 calls upon 
developing countries to develop market-efficient and 
environmentally appropriate policies for commodities: 
ensuring that pricing reflects environmental, social 
and resource costs, and that occupational health and 
safety and the environment are taken into account.

Later, in chapter 6 (which focuses on 
protecting and promoting human health), 
Agenda 21 draws attention to the fact that:

“[At] many locations around the world, the general 
environment (air, water and land), workplaces and 
even individual dwellings are so badly polluted that the 
health of hundreds of millions of people is adversely 
affected. This is, inter alia, due to past and present 
developments in consumption and production 
patterns and lifestyles, in energy production and 
use, in industry, in transportation etc., with little or no 
regard for environmental protection.” (Para. 6.39)

other chapters identify some of the many elements that 
a more sustainable approach should consider, such as:

 � the need for access to safe water and sanitation.

 � the need to control water pollution.

 � the need for environmentally sound irrigation.

 � the need for sustainable agriculture, including 
integrated pest management.

 � the need to protect forests and the need for 
sustainable forest management.
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1. VoLuntary SuStaInaBILIty StandardS and unIted natIonS decLaratIonS on SuStaInaBILIty

however, Agenda 21 also urges, repeatedly, that “the 
fact that environmental standards valid for developed 
countries may have unwarranted social and economic 
costs in developing countries” (Para. 2.20) should be 
taken into account. thus, while recommending that 
pricing should reflect the social and environmental 
costs of meeting acceptable standards, Agenda 21 
implies that the optimum level for such standards will 
be different for different countries. this causes an 
important challenge for trade. consumers in developed 
countries are urged to ensure that their consumption 
is sustainable. If standards are too low, basic human 
rights and sustainability objectives will not be achieved. 
If standards are too high they may impose ‘unwarranted 
social and economic costs’. But if the optimum level 
for sustainability is different in different countries, 
what standards should apply to international trade?

chapter 2 lays out a number of principles and actions 
that aim to reconcile this tension. Governments 
should encourage GATT, UNCTAD and other relevant 
international and regional economic institutions to:

“… examine, in accordance with their 
respective mandates and competences, the 
following propositions and principles:

a. Elaborate adequate studies for the 
better understanding of the relationship 
between trade and environment for the 
promotion of sustainable development.

b. Promote a dialogue between trade, 
development and environment communities.

c. In those cases when trade measures related 
to environment are used, ensure transparency 
and compatibility with international obligations.

d. Deal with the root causes of environment 
and development problems in a manner that 
avoids the adoption of environmental measures 
resulting in unjustified restrictions on trade.

e. Seek to avoid the use of trade restrictions or 
distortions as a means to offset differences in 
cost arising from differences in environmental 
standards and regulations, since their 
application could lead to trade distortions 
and increase protectionist tendencies.

f. Ensure that environment-related regulations or 
standards, including those related to health and 
safety standards, do not constitute a means 

of arbitrary or unjustifiable discrimination or a 
disguised restriction on trade.” (Para. 2.22)

these propositions and principles highlight 
the concerns of developing countries that 
higher environmental and social standards 
might be used as an unfair barrier to trade.

chAPter 4: chANGiNG coNSumPtioN 
PAtterNS
chapter 4 starts with the basic proposition that:

“Poverty and environmental degradation are closely 
interrelated. While poverty results in certain kinds 
of environmental stress, the major cause of the 
continued deterioration of the global environment 
is the unsustainable pattern of consumption 
and production, particularly in industrialized 
countries, which is a matter of grave concern, 
aggravating poverty and imbalances.” (Para. 4.3)

While chapter 2 emphasizes that lower social 
and environmental standards may be appropriate 
for developing countries, chapter 4 implies 
that low standards may allow practices that 
are “unduly hazardous to the environment, 
inefficient and wasteful” and emphasizes the 
implications this has in reinforcing poverty.

all countries are urged to foster sustainable 
consumption and production, but the onus is on 
developed countries to take a lead in achieving 
sustainable consumption patterns. Governments, 
the private sector and other organizations are 
urged to use a range of activities to encourage the 
environmentally sound use of renewable sources 
of energy and renewable natural resources and the 
introduction of more environmentally sound products.

Specifically:

“The recent emergence in many countries of a 
more environmentally conscious consumer public, 
combined with increased interest on the part of 
some industries in providing environmentally sound 
consumer products, is a significant development that 
should be encouraged. Governments and international 
organizations, together with the private sector, 
should develop criteria and methodologies for the 
assessment of environmental impacts and resource 
requirements throughout the full life cycle of products 
and processes. Results of those assessments 
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should be transformed into clear indicators in 
order to inform consumers and decision makers.

“Governments, in cooperation with industry and 
other relevant groups, should encourage expansion 
of environmental labelling and other environmentally 
related product information programmes designed 
to assist consumers to make informed choices.

“They should also encourage the emergence 
of an informed consumer public and 
assist individuals and households to make 
environmentally informed choices by:

a. Providing information on the consequences 
of consumption choices and behaviour so 
as to encourage demand for environmentally 
sound products and use of products.

b. Making consumers aware of the health 
and environmental impact of products, 
through such means as consumer 
legislation and environmental labelling.

c. Encouraging specific consumer-
oriented programmes, such as recycling 
and deposit/refund systems.

d. Exercising leadership through 
government purchasing.

“Governments themselves also play a role in 
consumption, particularly in countries where the 
public sector plays a large role in the economy 
and can have a considerable influence on both 
corporate decisions and public perceptions. They 
should therefore review the purchasing policies of 
their agencies and departments so that they may 
improve, where possible, the environmental content of 
government procurement policies, without prejudice 
to international trade principles.” (Para. 4.20 – 4.23)

chAPter 8: iNteGrAtiNG eNViroNmeNt 
ANd deVeloPmeNt iN deciSioN-mAKiNG
Finally, chapter 8 considers policy, planning and 
management, the legal and regulatory framework, 
economic instruments, market incentives and 
other incentives, and systems for integrated 
environmental and economic accounting.

In relation to the legal and regulatory framework, the 
chapter recognizes that while there is continuous 
need for law improvement in all countries, 
developing countries have been especially affected 

by shortcomings of laws and regulations and 
their implementation. this raises the question of 
what is appropriate for the private sector and for 
consumers buying products from countries in 
which an effective national legal and regulatory 
framework is not yet in place. In the context of 
the development of economic instruments, the 
chapter makes a number of specific proposals:

“Recognizing that countries will develop their own 
priorities in accordance with their needs and national 
plans, policies and programmes, the challenge 
is to achieve significant progress in the years 
ahead in meeting three fundamental objectives:

a. To incorporate environmental costs in the 
decisions of producers and consumers, 
to reverse the tendency to treat the 
environment as a “free good” and to pass 
these costs on to other parts of society, 
other countries, or to future generations.

b. To move more fully towards integration of 
social and environmental costs into economic 
activities, so that prices will appropriately 
reflect the relative scarcity and total value 
of resources and contribute towards the 
prevention of environmental degradation.

c. To include, wherever appropriate, the 
use of market principles in the framing of 
economic instruments and policies to pursue 
sustainable development.” (Para. 8.3.1)

In summary, these three chapters of Agenda 21 
elaborate some of the underlying principles and 
pathways to reconcile economic development, 
environmental protection and the rights and 
responsibilities of both producers and consumers, 
but acknowledge that there are many challenges that 
remain to be addressed. While the primary frame of 
reference for Agenda 21 is the role of government, 
there is recognition of the roles and the responsibilities 
of individuals and the private sector as well.

the uNited NAtioNS milleNNium 
declArAtioN (ANd the ASSociAted 
milleNNium deVeloPmeNt GoAlS) 
(2000)
the Millennium Declaration identifies the world’s central 
challenge as “to ensure that globalization becomes a 
positive force for all the world’s people”, and reiterates 
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some of the key themes of the rio declaration 
and Agenda 21 as means to achieve this end.

the declaration recognizes that international trade is 
important for the eradication of poverty and emphasizes 
that the UN General Assembly is “committed to an 
open, equitable, rule-based, predictable and non-
discriminatory multilateral trading and financial system”.

however, at the same time, it recognizes that this 
must not be at the expense of the environment:

“Prudence must be shown in the management of all 
living species and natural resources, in accordance 
with the precepts of sustainable development. 
Only in this way can the immeasurable riches 
provided to us by nature be preserved and passed 
on to our descendants. The current unsustainable 
patterns of production and consumption must 
be changed in the interest of our future welfare 
and that of our descendants.” (Para. 6)

Failure raises the possibility of creating a planet 
“irredeemably spoilt by human activities, and 
whose resources would no longer be sufficient 
for [our descendants’] needs.” (Para. 21)

The declaration reaffirms its support for Agenda 
21, the rio Principles and other multilateral 
environmental agreements, and proposes “a new 
ethic of conservation and stewardship” in all our 
environmental actions. Similarly, it proclaims the 
importance of internationally recognized human 
rights and fundamental freedoms and the need 
to strive for the full protection and promotion of 
“political, economic, social and cultural rights for all”.

In that context, it resolves to achieve a range 
of specific goals, subsequently organized and 
listed as the eight Millennium development 
Goals (MDGs) with their associated targets 
and indicators for monitoring progress.

the goals and targets are interrelated and should 
be seen as a whole. they represent a partnership 
between developed countries and developing 
countries “to create an environment – at the national 
and global levels alike – which is conducive to 
development and the elimination of poverty”.

three of the goals are central to the discussion 
of voluntary sustainability standards:

Goal 1 is eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, 
with a focus on employment and wages.

Goal 7 is ensuring environmental sustainability, 
including targets to reduce the loss of biodiversity 
and other environmental resources. Indicators 
include the loss of forest area, co2 emission levels, 
number of sustainably managed fish stocks, water 
use, protection of marine and terrestrial areas and 
the number of species threatened with extinction.

Goal 8 is establishing a global partnership for 
development, with a focus on an “open, rule-
based, predictable, non-discriminatory trading and 
financial system”. Indicators are reductions in 
duties and tariffs on developing country exports, 
reductions in agricultural support for countries 
within the organisation for economic co-operation 
and development (oecd) and increases and 
improvements in overseas development assistance.

the JohANNeSburG declArAtioN 
oN SuStAiNAble deVeloPmeNt (ANd 
PlAN oF imPlemeNtAtioN) (2002)
the Johannesburg Declaration pulls the conflicting 
issues of economic and social development and 
environmental protection into a single sentence:

“We recognize that poverty eradication, changing 
consumption and production patterns and 
protecting and managing the natural resource 
base for economic and social development are 
overarching objectives of and essential requirements 
for sustainable development.” (Para. 11)

the Johannesburg Declaration extends earlier 
declarations and highlights the role of the private sector:

“We agree that in the pursuit of its legitimate 
activities the private sector, including both large 
and small companies, has a duty to contribute 
to the evolution of equitable and sustainable 
communities and societies.” (Para. 27)

It also commits to a Plan of Implementation, which 
fleshes out the steps that could be taken to achieve 
the declaration’s goals. the Plan of Implementation 
includes a complete section (Section III) devoted to 
changing unsustainable patterns of consumption 
and production. It calls on “governments, relevant 
international organizations, the private sector and 
all major groups” to “play an active role in changing 
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unsustainable consumption and production patterns”, 
and it includes a range of specific actions.

The plan refers back to the Rio Principles, specifically 
to Principle 7 on the common but differentiated 
responsibilities of developed and developing 
countries, and reiterates the concern that “standards 
applied by some countries may be inappropriate and of 
unwarranted economic and social cost to other countries, 
particularly developing countries”. It lists a range of 
actions that are required, including, in paragraph 14:

b. “The adoption and implementation of policies 
and measures aimed at promoting sustainable 
patterns of production and consumption, 
applying, inter alia, the ‘polluter pays’ principle.

c. The development of production and consumption 
policies to improve the products and services 
provided, while reducing environmental and health 
impacts, using, where appropriate, science-
based approaches, such as life cycle analysis.

d.  Developing awareness-raising programmes 
on the importance of sustainable production 
and consumption patterns, particularly among 
youth and the relevant segments in all countries, 
especially in developed countries, through, inter 
alia, education, public and consumer information, 
advertising and other media, taking into account 
local, national and regional cultural values.

e.  Developing and adopting, where appropriate, 
on a voluntary basis, effective, transparent, 
verifiable, non-misleading and non-
discriminatory consumer information tools 
to provide information relating to sustainable 
consumption and production, including human 
health and safety aspects. These tools should 
not be used as disguised trade barriers.”

the implementation plan calls for action at all 
levels to enhance corporate environmental and 
social responsibility (Para. 17), including:

a. “Encouraging industry to improve social and 
environmental performance through voluntary 
initiatives, including environmental management 
systems, codes of conduct, certification and 
public reporting on environmental and social 
issues, taking into account such initiatives as the 
International Organization for Standardization 
(ISO) standards and Global Reporting Initiative 
guidelines on sustainability reporting, bearing 
in mind principle 11 of the Rio Declaration 
on Environment and Development

b. Encouraging dialogue between enterprises 
and the communities in which they 
operate and other stakeholders.

c. Encouraging financial institutions to incorporate 
sustainable development considerations 
into their decision-making processes.”

the implementation plan extends similar principles 
to public procurement in paragraph 18, encouraging 
“relevant authorities at all levels to take sustainable 
development considerations into account in 
decision-making, including on national and local 
development planning, investment in infrastructure, 
business development and public procurement”.

the Future We WANt, AdoPted by 
reSolutioN 66/288 oF the uNited 
NAtioNS GeNerAl ASSembly (2012)
Finally, twenty years after the original un conference 
on the environment and development, the un 
conference on Sustainable development took 
place in Rio in June 2012 and adopted a wide-
reaching resolution entitled The Future We Want.
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the Future We Want reaffirms earlier commitments, 
including the rio Principles, Agenda 21, the 
Johannesburg Declaration and the Johannesburg 
Plan of Implementation, the Millennium Declaration 
and other conventions and declarations. It goes 
on to urge action to promote sustainability through 
a broad range of governmental instruments.

In relation to voluntary sustainability standards, the 
resolution supports “national regulatory and policy 
frameworks that enable business and industry to advance 
sustainable development initiatives, taking into account 
the importance of corporate social responsibility” and 
calls upon the private sector “to engage in responsible 
business practices, such as those promoted by 
the United Nations Global Compact”. (Para. 46)

It promotes the concept of a green economy and 
provides a list of features that policies should 
incorporate to achieve this, such as the promotion 
of social protection floors and sustainable patterns 
of consumption and production (Para. 58(n), (o)), 
and explicit support for sustainable agriculture.

through The Future We Want, the General Assembly 
adopted a 10-year framework of programmes on 
sustainable consumption and production patterns (a/
conF.216/5, annex) which lays out a vision, objectives 
and goals for programmes to be developed and 
supported within the un organizational framework.

coNcluSioN
Over the last twenty years, the UN General Assembly 
has grappled with the concept of sustainable 
development and sought agreement on approaches 
that will allow developing countries to obtain the 
economic benefits of international trade without 
paying unacceptable social and environmental costs.

there is consensus on some principles that voluntary 
sustainability standards appear suited to support:

 � consumers (both States and individuals) 
should bear responsibility for the impact of their 
consumption.

 � Social and environmental costs should be 
internalized in the price of production.

 � the private sector should improve its social and 
environmental performance, and voluntary initiatives 
can contribute to such improvement.

But there are also well-recognized concerns:

 � all countries should have the right to determine the 
social and environmental regulations that pertain 
within their own jurisdictions.

 � Social and environmental standards should not be 
used to create unnecessary barriers to trade.

If voluntary sustainability standards are to achieve 
their full potential contribution to sustainable 
development, these tensions need to be reconciled.

the following chapters of this report try to build a 
shared understanding of issues and concerns that 
need to be resolved in order to achieve this objective

reFereNceS ANd Further reAdiNG
The Rio Declaration on Environment 
and Development (1992)

Agenda 21 (1992)

The United Nations Millennium Declaration (2000)

The Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable 
Development (and Plan of Implementation) (2002)

The Future We Want (adopted by resolution 66/288 
of the United Nations General Assembly, 2012)

A 10-year framework of programmes on sustainable 
consumption and production patterns (annex to the 
letter from the Permanent representative of Brazil 
to the united nations addressed to the Secretary-
General of the United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development, 18 June 2012)
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2. dIFFerent KInds oF 
VoLuntArY sustAInABILItY 
stAndArds

iNtroductioN
Before embarking on a discussion of how voluntary 
sustainability standards can contribute to achieving 
public policy objectives, it is worth considering 
what kinds of standards are being discussed.

the term “sustainability standards” is relatively 
new and does not have a single, widely recognized 
definition. The general feature of sustainability 
standards is that they promote the objectives of 
sustainable development by including social and 
environmental considerations in the underlying 
economic focus of business. the voluntary nature 
of such standards is reviewed later, in chapter 8.

there are many different kinds of sustainability 
standards, and they may be treated differently 
in the context of international trade, contribute 
to sustainable development in different ways, 
and have different implications for production, 
processing, retail and consumption in both 
developing and developed countries.

Sustainability standards may be categorized in different 
ways for different purposes. this chapter presents a 
number of distinct categorizations and considers some 
of the implications. however, it should be emphasized 
that the categories are not mutually exclusive, and that 
distinctions between categories are often blurred.

cAteGorieS oF SuStAiNAbility 
StANdArdS
NAtioNAl VerSuS iNterNAtioNAl 
StANdArdS
discussions of standards often distinguish between 
‘national’ and ‘international’ standards.

national standards are developed and published 
by national standardizing bodies, generally for 
implementation within a national territory. national 
standardizing bodies may be those that are 

recognized as such by governments, but they may 
also be non-governmental. a ‘national’ standardizing 
body is not necessarily a government entity.

International standards are developed by international 
standardizing bodies and intended for international 
use. The legal definition of an international standard is 
complex and requires consideration of what constitutes 
a recognized international standardizing body and 
what are the appropriate processes for standards 
development. The definition of an international 
standard is particularly significant because recognized 
international standards are accorded a special role 
and status in international trade (see Chapter 3).

national and international standards may be 
identical in terms of their content. Standards 
that were developed at the national level may 
subsequently be adopted as international standards 
and, conversely, countries may adopt international 
standards as their own national standards.

Public VerSuS PriVAte StANdArdS
the term ‘private standard’ is sometimes used to 
describe standards that are developed, published or 
owned by non-governmental organizations, whether 
those organizations are businesses, non-profit 
organizations or multi-stakeholder associations.

By implication, the term is used in contrast to 
government-developed, or ‘public’, standards. 
however, the distinction between private and 
governmental standards is often very unclear. national 
and international standardizing bodies may be 
governmental or non-governmental. the international 
standardizing body ISo is sometimes thought of 
as a governmental body, but it is technically a non-
governmental organization whose members include 
both governmental and non-governmental entities. 
Governmental standardizing bodies may also develop, 
publish and own standards on behalf of for-profit 
businesses, non-profit organizations or associations.
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cAteGoriZAtioN by FocuS
Sustainability standards may be grouped according to 
the sector or issue that they aim to address. unFSS is 
expected to focus initially on sustainability standards 
that apply to producers and businesses in the food and 
agriculture sectors. other examples of sector-focused 
sustainability standards are those covering aquaculture, 
fisheries, forest management and mining. Standards 
may be more or less narrowly focused within a sector: 
agricultural standards may cover the full range of 
agricultural production systems, or may be limited to 
certain crops, to horticulture, or to animal husbandry.

Standards may focus on a limited range of aspects 
of sustainability, for example on social issues or on 
environmental issues. Within such broad categories 
they may also focus more narrowly: environmental 
standards may focus on particular issues such as 
greenhouse gas emissions, water use or biodiversity, 
and social standards may focus on labour rights, 
on support for small-scale farmers, or on trade 
conditions for producers in developing countries.

Standards may focus on a particular phase of 
a product’s life cycle (for example its energy 
or water consumption in use, or whether it can 
be recycled) or may cover the full life cycle 
impacts of a product from production through to 
disposal (considered in more detail below).

liFe cycle ANAlySiS StANdArdS 
VerSuS iSSue-SPeciFic or Sector-
SPeciFic StANdArdS
Whereas many sustainability standards focus on 
specific issues or sectors, Life Cycle Analysis (or 
Life cycle assessment, Lca) standards aim to 
assess the full range of environmental impacts 
across a product’s life cycle – from production 
of its raw materials to its end-of-life disposal.

Lca standards focus on assessing environmental 
impacts of production, not on prescribing 
actions designed to manage or mitigate such 
impacts. Generic LCA standards are applicable 
across all sectors and product types.

Key advantages of this approach are that businesses 
can identify the aspects of production where there 
is most potential for environmental improvement, 
and that product claims based on Lca need to 

consider impacts associated with all the phases 
of a product’s production and use. this addresses 
a concern associated with issue or production-
phase specific schemes – that they could be used 
to promote products that perform well on one issue, 
or in relation to one phase of production, but could 
have negative impacts in relation to other aspects.

In contrast, advocates of sector- and issue-
specific standards (and related claims) argue that 
these standards respond to and are designed 
to address specific issues of concern to the 
public (e.g. unsustainable forest management 
or unsustainable fishing), rather than to make 
general claims about product sustainability.

Full life cycle assessments are technically challenging, 
often costly, and do not generally cover the social 
aspects of sustainability such as land-use rights, 
indigenous peoples’ rights or workers’ rights.

although there are clear differences of philosophy 
and approach between Lca-based and sector- 
or issue-focused sustainability standards, there 
are some signs of convergence. Issue-specific 
standards based on a life cycle approach are being 
developed (e.g. focusing on water use or greenhouse 
gas emissions), while issue- and sector-specific 
standards are exploring ways to ensure that they 
are not used to generate misleading claims.

mANAGemeNt SyStem VerSuS 
PerFormANce StANdArdS
Management system standards specify procedures 
for organizations to follow to meet their objectives. 
Management system standards are typically based 
on the concept of continual improvement.

environmental management system standards, such 
as the widely used ISo14001 standard, apply the 
general concepts of management systems to the 
management of an organization’s environmental 
impacts. a key characteristic of management system 
standards is that they do not define threshold 
performance requirements. It is up to each user 
to determine the level of performance that it 
considers appropriate for its circumstances.

In contrast, performance standards specify a level 
of performance that a product or organization has 
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to achieve in order to claim conformity. System-
focused and performance-focused philosophies 
are quite different in principle. In practice, however, 
many sustainability standards incorporate both 
system- and performance-focused elements.

ProceSSeS ANd ProductioN method 
(PPm) StANdArdS
‘Processes and Production Method’ (PPM) 
standards are standards that specify the methods 
by which a product is produced, rather than 
the characteristics of the product itself.

a distinction needs to be made between PPM 
standards that result in physically different products, 
which can be referred to as product-related (pr) PPM 
standards, and PPM standards that do not result in 
physically different products, which can be referred 
to as non-product-related (npr) PPM standards.

Sustainability standards that relate specifically to the 
conditions in which a product was made, the impact 
of that process on the environment, or the conditions 
of workers involved in producing the product are 
typically considered to be npr-PPM standards.

The significance of the distinction between pr-PPM 
standards and npr-PPM standards is contested, but 
some trade experts believe that regulations based 
on pr-PPM and npr-PPM standards would be treated 
differently in international trade law (see chapter 3).

‘hiGh’, ‘loW’ ANd ‘coNtiNuouS 
imProVemeNt’ StANdArdS
Standards that specify performance thresholds (see 
above) for particular characteristics are sometimes 
referred to as being relatively ‘high’ (i.e. demanding 
in their requirements) or ‘low’ (i.e. less demanding 
in their requirements). Standards that cover multiple 
environmental and social aspects may be considered 
to be ‘high’ in relation to some of those aspects and 
‘low’ in relation to others. Standards may also be 
designed to allow a low level of performance initially, 
but require that performance levels improve over time.

arguments may be made in favour of all these 
approaches. the implications may be different 
for different producers in different developing 
countries, though, and may be different depending 
on the kinds of claims that are subsequently made 
based on compliance with the standards.

as a general rule, consumers may expect 
‘green’ claims and labels to be made on the 
basis of conformity with higher standards, while 
businesses and development organizations may 
be more likely to use a continuous improvement 
model to achieve their objectives over time.

coNcluSioNS
In summary, there are many different kinds 
of voluntary sustainability standards, and the 
distinctions between them are not always clear.

By definition, all sustainability standards are designed 
to contribute to ‘sustainability’, but they aim to do so 
in different ways. It is not necessarily the case that 
they will be treated identically in relation to national 
or international trade rules, or will have the same 
impact in terms of achieving public policy objectives.

It is worth being aware of the differences, as criticisms 
of one type of voluntary sustainability standard may 
not apply to all voluntary sustainability standards.

different kinds of standards may be appropriate for 
different purposes, or in different circumstances. 
In discussions, it may be necessary to be specific 
about the kind of standard that is being referred 
to, and to determine the characteristics of 
this particular standard, before deciding if it is 
suitable or unsuitable for a particular purpose.

reFereNceS ANd Further reAdiNG
Private standards in international trade: issues 
and opportunities (P. Liu at the Wto workshop 
on environment-related private standards, 
certification and labelling requirements, 2009)

Trade and environmental effects of ecolabels: 
assessment and response (tom rotherham 
of IISd on behalf of uneP, 2005)

Life cycle analysis, an operational 
guide to ISO standards (2001)
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3. VoLuntArY sustAInABILItY 
stAndArds And InternAtIonAL 
trAde ruLes

iNtroductioN
united nations declarations on sustainable 
development from the 1992 rio declaration onwards 
have emphasized the importance of an “open, equitable, 
rule-based, predictable and non-discriminatory multilateral 
trading and financial system” for the elimination of 
poverty and the promotion of sustainable development.

Such a system is a means to achieve the objectives 
of sustainable development, and not an end in itself. 
the pre-eminent multilateral organization charged with 
promoting such a system, and with ensuring that it 
does not conflict with other requirements of sustainable 
development, is the World trade organization (Wto).

this chapter introduces some of the issues that 
need to be considered to ensure that the use of 
voluntary sustainability standards is consistent with 
Wto agreements, and does not become “a means 
of arbitrary or unjustifiable discrimination or a disguised 
restriction on trade” (from Agenda 21, Para 2.22).

It should be noted that these issues are 
technical and complex, and that this chapter 
can provide only a brief introduction.

Key Wto AGreemeNtS
In general terms, world trade rules are relevant 
to the use of voluntary sustainability standards in 
three different areas: governments’ use of such 
standards to regulate trade, governments’ use of 
such standards for government procurement, and 
governments’ oversight of standardizing bodies.

WTO agreements specifically relevant to these issues 
are the WTO Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade 
(the tBt agreement), the Agreement on Sanitary and 
Phytosanitary Measures (the SPS agreement), and 
the Agreement on Government Procurement (GPA).

the tBt agreement is the key agreement drafted 
to ensure that regulations, standards, testing and 
certification procedures in general do not create 
unnecessary obstacles to international trade. the 
SPS agreement sets out rules relating to countries’ 
use of standards related to food safety and animal 
and plant health. Both these agreements are 
applicable to all WTO members. The GPA, which 
sets out rules for government procurement, is only 
applicable to a limited number of signatories (armenia, 
canada, the member States of the european union, 
china (hong Kong Sar), china (taiwan Province 
of), Iceland, Israel, Japan, Korea, Liechtenstein, 
the netherlands with respect to aruba, norway, 
Singapore, Switzerland, united States). Its constraints 
are not applicable to non-signatory countries.

States may also be signatories to regional or bilateral 
agreements, which are not considered here.

Wto AGreemeNtS ANd 
iNterNAtioNAl StANdArdS
a basic premise of the Wto is that the use of 
appropriate international standards is conducive 
to the promotion of international trade. In the 
tBt agreement, for example, a mandatory trade 
regulation that is based on a relevant, recognized 
international standard is “rebuttably presumed” not to 
be an unnecessary barrier to trade (tBt agreement, 
article 2, Para. 2.5). Similarly, in the SPS agreement, 
“Sanitary or phytosanitary measures which conform to 
international standards, guidelines or recommendations 
shall be... presumed to be consistent with the relevant 
provisions of this Agreement and of GATT 1994” 
(Article 3, Para. 2). The GPA says that “Technical 
specifications prescribed by procuring entities shall, 
where appropriate: … (b) be based on international 
standards, where such exist” (from clause VI.2).

In all these agreements, recognition of a document 
as an international standard gives it a special status. 
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a key discussion in relation to the use of voluntary 
sustainability standards by governments in the context 
of trade regulation is whether such standards can in 
principle be considered to be international standards. 
assuming this is generally the case, discussion then 
focuses on whether a particular example of a voluntary 
sustainability standard is recognized as a relevant 
international standard in the context of each agreement.

The definition of a ‘standard’ and, more 
specifically, an ‘international standard’ as 
specified by the TBT Agreement, SPS Agreement 
or GPA, is therefore of key importance.

deFiNitioNS oF ‘iNterNAtioNAl 
StANdArdS’
The TBT Agreement, SPS Agreement and the GPA 
all define international standards differently.

the SPS deFiNitioN oF AN 
‘iNterNAtioNAl StANdArd’
The SPS Agreement defines international standards 
as those that have been developed by named 
organizations in relation to specific aspects of the 
agreement, but says that for matters not covered 
by these organizations international standards 
may include “appropriate standards, guidelines and 
recommendations promulgated by other relevant 
international organizations open for membership to 
all Members, as identified by the [WTO Committee 
on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures]”.

the tbt deFiNitioN oF AN 
‘iNterNAtioNAl StANdArd’
The definition of an international standard in the 
tBt agreement is more complex. annex 1 of 
the TBT Agreement defines a standard as a:

“[document] approved by a recognized body, that 
provides, for common and repeated use, rules, 
guidelines or characteristics for products or related 

processes and production methods, with which 
compliance is not mandatory. It may also include or 
deal exclusively with terminology, symbols, packaging, 
marking or labelling requirements as they apply 
to a product, process or production method.”

This definition is based on, but is not identical to, 
definition 3.2 given by the International Standardization 
organization (ISo) in ISO/IEC Guide 2:2004.

Both the TBT Agreement and the ISO definition of a 
standard specify that it is a document “approved by a 
recognized body”, which raises the question of what 
constitutes a recognized body in a particular context.

It is clear from the tBt agreement that 
standardizing bodies may be governmental or non-
governmental bodies, but there is no settled test for 
determining which bodies should be recognized as 
standardizing bodies or which standards may be 
recognized as relevant international standards.

annex 3 of the tBt agreement lays out a “[code] 
of good practice for the preparation, adoption and 
application of standards” which may be adopted by any 
standardizing body for the development of standards. 
If a standardizing body accepts and complies with 
the code, it is considered to be complying with the 
principles of the TBT Agreement. Guidance on the 
development of international standards is provided 
in annex 4 of the 2nd review of the tBt agreement 
which presents “Principles for the Development of 
International Standards, Guides and Recommendations 
with Relation to Articles 2, 5 and Annex 3 of the [TBT] 
Agreement”, with a view “to [ensuring] transparency, 
openness, impartiality, effectiveness, and to 
[addressing] the concerns of developing countries”.

these references provide a framework for 
developing recognized international standards 
in the context of the tBt agreement. a number 
of other documents (not referenced in the tBt 
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agreement) provide additional guidance on good 
practice in the development of standards, including 
ISO Guide 59 and (for voluntary sustainability 
standards) the ISEAL Standard-Setting Code.

GPA deFiNitioN oF AN ‘iNterNAtioNAl 
StANdArd’
The GPA defines a standard as a:

 “ document approved by a recognized body 
that provides for common and repeated use, 
rules, guidelines or characteristics for goods or 
services, or related processes and production 
methods, with which compliance is not mandatory. 
It may also include or deal exclusively with 
terminology, symbols, packaging, marking or 
labelling requirements as they apply to a good, 
service, process or production method”.

It does not provide further guidance on the definition of 
a ‘recognized body’, though similar considerations as 
for the interpretation of the tBt agreement may apply.

ProceSSeS ANd ProductioN method 
StANdArdS
The TBT and GPA definitions of standards refer to rules 
being laid down for “products [or services] or related 
processes and production methods”. this has given 
rise to the concepts of product-related Processes and 
Production Method (pr-PPM) standards and non-
product-related Processes and Production Method 
(npr-PPM) standards. the distinction between them 
depends upon whether a production method affects 
the characteristics of the final products or not. If it 
does, then the standards can be considered product-
related. If not, then they are non-product-related.

non-product-related sustainability standards 
typically relate to the conditions in which a 
product was made, the impact of the production 
process on the environment or the conditions of 
workers involved in producing the product or its 
constituents. a product that complies with such 
a standard is physically indistinguishable from a 
product made under different conditions. on that 
basis many voluntary sustainability standards are 
likely to be considered to be npr-PPM standards.

there has been somedebate about the distinction 
between product-related and non-product-related 
standards and about the possible significance of the 
distinction for the interpretation of the tBt agreement 

in relation to sustainability standards and product 
labelling. the distinction was one of the issues 
considered in a dispute at the World trade organization 
between Mexico and the united States about the 
standards the united States applied to dolphin-
safe tuna fishing, but its significance is not clear. 

Wto AGreemeNtS ANd the uSe 
oF VoluNtAry SuStAiNAbility 
StANdArdS
the uSe oF VoluNtAry SuStAiNAbility 
StANdArdS iN trAde reGulAtioNS
International standards are clearly acknowledged 
in World trade organization agreements as being 
conducive to free, international trade. Indeed, 
governments are explicitly encouraged to base 
their trade regulations on international standards.

From a purely legal perspective, the argument that 
the use of voluntary sustainability standards in 
national trade regulations may be a barrier to trade 
turns on whether such standards can be recognized 
as international standards in that context.

If they can, the discussion then focuses on 
whether a specific voluntary sustainability 
standard is recognized as a relevant international 
standard in the context in which it is used.

the tBt and SPS agreements are the 
key documents whose interpretation 
determines whether this is the case.

the uSe oF VoluNtAry SuStAiNAbility 
StANdArdS iN GoVerNmeNt 
ProcuremeNt
Government procurement is explicitly excluded 
from the scope of the tBt agreement. the use of 
voluntary sustainability standards for government 
procurement is covered by the GPA instead.

The GPA requires that procuring entities do not 
“prepare, adopt or apply any technical specification 
or prescribe any conformity assessment procedure 
with the purpose or the effect of creating unnecessary 
obstacles to international trade” (article X, clause 1).

It goes on to encourage signatories to base their 
procurement specifications on relevant international 
standards where they exist and, although the 
definitions are slightly different, the same general 
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principles apply as discussed in relation to the use of 
voluntary sustainability standards in trade regulation.

Where relevant international standards do not exist, 
specifications should be based on “national technical 
regulations, recognized national standards or building 
codes”. In some cases, trademarks or trade names 
may be specified, so long as these are qualified 
by the term “or equivalent” (from article X).

article X also now includes an explicit clause 
relating to environmental measures: “For greater 
certainty, a Party, including its procuring entities, 
may, in accordance with this Article, prepare, 
adopt or apply technical specifications to promote 
the conservation of natural resources or protect 
the environment” (article X, clause 6).

While the GPA is applicable only to its signatory 
Parties, it includes provisions for the special treatment 
of potential suppliers of products and services 
from developing countries which are not Parties, 
as well as extensive transitional arrangements for 
new developing country signatories (article V).

GoVerNmeNt oVerSiGht oF 
StANdArdiZiNG bodieS
Wto agreements do not provide as much guidance 
for the regulation of standardizing bodies as they 
do for they use of standards by governments.

Wto member governments are obliged to ensure 
that their governmental standardizing bodies meet 
the code of good practice specified in Annex 3 of 
the tBt agreement. they also have an obligation 
to take “reasonable measures” to ensure that local 
governmental or non-governmental standardizing 
bodies do the same (article 3, Para. 3.1).

coNcluSioN
there is a lot of discussion as to whether 
voluntary sustainability standards could be 
considered ‘unnecessary barriers to trade’.

In the context of Wto international trade 
agreements, the main area of debate is in relation 
to the possible use of voluntary sustainability 
standards by governments within national trade 
regulations. In this context, a key consideration is 
whether voluntary sustainability standards can be 
recognized as ‘international standards’ in the same 
way as other kinds of international standards.

In relation to government procurement, there are 
similar arguments, but it is now explicitly recognized 
that environmental considerations can be included 
in technical specifications without necessarily being 
an unnecessary obstacle to international trade.

as for the regulation of non-governmental 
standardizing bodies, governments are expected to 
take reasonable measures to ensure that they operate 
in line with applicable principles of good practice.

In summary, while the rules about using voluntary 
sustainability standards in international trade are 
not fully resolved, they are becoming much clearer. 
ultimately, the Wto dispute sellement mechanism 
is the only legally definitive way to resolve these 
questions for Wto members. however, those rules 
specifically apply to the use of such standards by 
governments. Moreover, they apply specifically 
to the interpretation of Wto agreements.

the broader question from the perspective of public 
policy objectives is whether the use of such standards 
contributes to sustainable development. the following 
chapter begins to consider this broader question.

reFereNceS ANd Further reAdiNG
Annex to the protocol amending the agreement 
on government procurement (2012)

International standards and technical barriers to trade: 
legal opinion summary (ISeaL alliance, 2006)

ISO Guide 59: code of good practice 
for standardization (1994)

ISO/IEC Guide 2: standardization and related 
activities – general vocabulary (2004)

The legality of PPMs under the GATT: 
challenges and opportunities for sustainable 
trade policy (Jason Potts, IISD, 2008)

ISEAL Code of Good Practice for setting social and 
environmental standards v5.0 (ISeaL alliance, 2010)

Trade and environmental effects of ecolabels: 
assessment and response (tom rotherham 
of IISd on behalf of uneP, 2005)

WTO Agreement on technical barriers to trade (1995)

WTO Agreement on the application of sanitary 
and phytosanitary measures (1995)
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iNtroductioN
there is a widely recognized tension between 
the idea that voluntary sustainability standards 
are an opportunity for sustainable development 
and the idea that they are a barrier to trade.

the previous chapter focused on the concern that 
the use of voluntary sustainability standards could 
be considered a technical barrier to trade in a legal 
sense. this chapter considers a broader question: 
whether demand for developing country producers to 
implement higher social or environmental standards 
than they have in the past should be thought of as 
promoting or compromising sustainable development.

Proponents of the first point of view see sustainability 
standards as a way to correct for market failures 
that allow social and environmental costs to 
be externalized and dumped on developing 
countries, to their detriment and especially to the 
disadvantage of the poorest sectors of society who 
are the most likely to suffer from this dumping.

Proponents of the second point of view are more 
likely to see the same standards as disguised barriers, 
preventing developing countries taking full advantage 
of their comparative advantages in terms of low 
wages and other obligations, protecting producers in 
developed countries from competition and imposing 
unwarranted economic and social costs on developing 
countries. Which viewpoint is closer to the truth?

the following two chapters will consider the 
challenges of measuring the social, environmental or 
financial impacts associated with specific voluntary 
sustainability standard schemes, and the empirical 
evidence of their impacts. this chapter considers 
the question at a broader, more theoretical level.

chANGeS iN mArKet ShAre
Voluntary sustainability standards do not generally 
create new markets for existing product categories. 
applying voluntary sustainability standards to the 
production of coffee, for example, may segment 
the market into standards-compliant and non-
compliant sectors, but is unlikely to increase overall 
consumption. any increase in demand for ‘sustainable’ 
coffee would be expected to be accompanied by 
an approximately equivalent decrease in demand 
for ‘non-sustainable’ coffee. While market share 
changes, the overall size of the market does not.

there may be exceptions to this general case. Where 
one commodity with a given social and environmental 
profile competes for market share with another, which 
has a different profile, the implementation of social and 
environmental standards would be expected to shift the 
balance of demand between them. a pertinent example 
would be the case of fossil fuels: implementation of a 
life-cycle based greenhouse gas emissions standard 
would be expected to shift demand away from 
fossil fuels that emit a high volume of greenhouse 
gases towards fuels that emit lower volumes.

developing countries that are dependent on the 
export of a commodity that is associated with 
high social and environmental costs, and which 
competes for market share with other commodities 
that have inherently lower social and environmental 
costs, will be at a relative disadvantage.

More generally, within the group of producers of 
any particular commodity, voluntary sustainability 
standards may be more or less difficult for different 
types of producers, or for producers in different 
countries, to meet. Producers that can meet standards 
relatively easily will be at an advantage compared 
to those for whom compliance is relatively difficult. 

4. deMAnd For VoLuntArY 
sustAInABILItY stAndArds: reAL 
or PerCeIVed oPPortunItY For 
sustAInABLe deVeLoPMent?
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Producers who can meet requirements relatively 
easily would expect to be able to increase their 
market share in markets that demand compliance, 
at the expense of producers who cannot.

Who coVerS the coStS oF 
comPliANce?
the implementation of voluntary sustainability 
standards is associated with a range of costs. costs 
may vary greatly between schemes, but will generally 
include: costs related to understanding a standard’s 
requirements (e.g. associated with training, or 
personnel time), costs of implementing a standard’s 
requirements and costs of demonstrating compliance 
on an ongoing basis, for example through inspection, 
auditing and certification. There may also be costs 
associated with achieving and demonstrating product 
traceability. Costs can be offset by a range of benefits 
(see Chapter 6 for examples), but benefits are often less 
certain and longer-term. Margins are often tight. a key 
consideration for developing countries will be whether 
the costs of compliance are, in practice, covered by the 
increased value of export sales. If they are, then any 
other benefits achieved through reduced environmental 
impacts or social costs are clearly advantageous. If the 
costs are not fully covered, the net benefit may still be 
positive, but the issue will be more finely balanced.

the implementation of a voluntary sustainability 
standard scheme within the market for a particular 
commodity is not a zero-sum game when it comes to 
the total value that is potentially available to producers. 
the added value that is perceived by consumers, 
retailers, traders or manufacturers from participation 
in a market for standards-compliant material does not 
imply an equivalent reduction in value for others. there 
may be winners and losers in terms of market share 
or access to different markets, but the development 

of a voluntary sustainability standards system would 
be expected to create additional value overall.

the distribution of any additional value may be highly 
variable, though. It may be captured by consumers, 
retailers, traders, manufacturers, producers or workers 
to different degrees. there may be little relationship 
between compliance with a standard and increased 
profitability for producers, even if compliance allows 
producers to charge a higher price for their product. 
A wide range of factors contribute to profitability (see 
Chapter 6), and the sale price of the product is only one 
of those factors, although often important. Just as there 
may be winners and losers in terms of market share, 
there may be winners and losers in terms of profitability.

Most voluntary sustainability standard schemes assume 
that participating producers can at least maintain their 
level of profitability over time while complying with their 
standard. however, maintaining or increasing producer 
profitability is not generally a standard’s primary 
objective or promise to consumers. the objective is 
to improve social conditions for producers, to reduce 
negative impact on the environment, or both. over 
time – as long as a parallel market for non-compliant 
produce remains– producers can decide for themselves 
whether any social benefits they receive as a result 
of meeting the standard (and perhaps being certified 
as such) are justified by any increased costs.

chAlleNGeS For SmAll-ScAle 
eNterPriSeS
It is often extremely challenging for small-scale 
enterprises to implement voluntary sustainability 
standard schemes. there are costs to be met, and 
the benefits may be deferred or uncertain. Schemes 
can mitigate these barriers, for example in ‘group’ 
schemes designed to reduce costs or facilitate 
access for small enterprises, through accompanying 
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support programmes, and through scheme-
specific premiums, but never eliminate them.

Voluntary sustainability standard schemes generally 
favour larger, better-resourced, more technically 
proficient producers over smaller, less well-resourced 
producers who do not have access to technical 
know-how or advice. Some schemes (notably 
the Fairtrade system) are specifically designed to 
support small-scale producers. But even schemes 
designed for uptake by small-scale producers are 
likely to benefit the more technically proficient small-
scale producers over the less technically proficient. 
Voluntary sustainability standard schemes, on their 
own, do not favour small enterprises over large ones.

Voluntary sustainability standard schemes are likely 
to exclude some producers from participation, at 
least in the short term. there is little if any information 
available about possible negative impact on producers 
who have decided not to participate in a scheme, 
who have tried to participate and been unable to, or 
who were unaware that participation in a voluntary 
sustainability standard scheme was ever an option. 
once again, the implementation of a voluntary 
sustainability standard may create winners as well as 
losers, and it may be hard to assess the overall impact.

Public ANd PriVAte PerSPectiVeS
Finally, the implementation of voluntary sustainability 
standards is likely to result in differences in the 
distribution of costs and benefits between different 
sectors of society, and between generations.

there is no guarantee that producers who adopt a 
voluntary sustainability standard, and incur extra 
costs in doing so, will reap the benefits themselves. 
Even when environmental benefits are clearly 
achieved as a consequence of the implementation 
of a voluntary sustainability standard, and such 
benefits are aligned with government policy 
objectives or intergovernmental agreements (e.g. 
clean water, clean air, flooding control or protection of 
biodiversity) the producer may not benefit directly.

If the poor in a given country are more directly 
dependent on environmental goods than the middle 
class or rich, then the poor will benefit more from the 
protection of those environmental goods. Workers 
may benefit from better health associated with 
better working conditions, even if the company that 
employs them makes less profit. Similarly, future 

generations may benefit from the protection of the 
environment, or from lower costs for social welfare.

Such social and environmental impacts are rarely 
assigned an economic value in assessing the impact 
of voluntary sustainability standard schemes. It is 
extremely hard to quantify distributional effects of 
any such changes (for example, differential costs 
or benefits for different sectors of society), let alone 
to allocate a value to the effects of distribution 
itself. nonetheless, these kinds of impacts may 
be crucial in trying to decide whether voluntary 
sustainability standards have an overall positive 
or negative impact at the national level.

deVeloPiNG VerSuS deVeloPed 
couNtrieS
Many of the issues and concerns raised above apply to 
the assessment of voluntary sustainability standards in 
developed as well as developing countries: the creation 
of winners and losers both within and between sectors; 
the relative advantages for larger and more technically 
proficient producers compared to smaller ones; 
differences in the distribution of costs and benefits.

From a developing country perspective, there is the 
additional concern that producers in developing 
countries may be disadvantaged in general, in 
comparison to producers in developed countries.

If producers in developing countries are competing 
directly with producers in developed countries, 
and are in general less able to implement the 
requirements of voluntary sustainability standards at 
a given level of cost, they could lose out. this would 
result in reduced market share of commodities to 
which voluntary sustainability standards apply.

coNcluSioNS
there has been considerable debate as to whether 
voluntary sustainability standards should be thought 
of as opportunities for or barriers to development.

It is clear that they should create additional value 
in a supply chain, but it is equally clear that they 
would be expected to result in additional costs. If 
some producers are able to expand their market 
share by meeting sustainability standards, it is 
likely that the market share of others will shrink.

Which participants in the supply chain capture any 
available increase in value, how costs and benefits 
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are distributed at different points along the supply 
chain, which participants are most likely to benefit and 
whether others might also lose out from the introduction 
of standards – all these critical issues are uncertain.

So long as the use of a particular voluntary 
sustainability standard adds value in a supply chain, 
that added value might be of benefit to developing 
countries. however, there is no guarantee that this will 
be the case. and, conversely, if voluntary sustainability 
standards are harder for producers in developing 
countries to meet than for those in developed countries, 
developing countries may lose market share. how 
do these conflicting tensions work out in practice?

It is unlikely that voluntary sustainability standards 
will always turn out to be either an opportunity or a 
barrier. More likely is that the impact will depend on 
the context. an important quest may be to better 
understand the conditions that maximize the benefits 
of a particular standard in a particular national context.

Doing that requires the ability to evaluate the financial, 
social and environmental impacts of different standards. 

the following two chapters consider some of the 
issues that need to be addressed to achieve this.

reFereNceS ANd Further reAdiNG
Exploring fair trade timber: a review of issues in current 
practice, institutional structures and ways forward (D.J. 
Macqueen, a. dufey and B. Patel, B. in IIed Small and 
Medium Forestry enterprise Series no. 19, 2006)

Pro-poor certification: assessing the benefits of 
sustainability certification for small-scale farmers in Asia 
(Emma Blackmore and James Keeley with Rhiannon 
Pyburn, ellen Mangus, Lu chen and Qiao yuhui, 2012)

Environmental requirements and market access 
for developing countries: promoting environmental 
– not trade – protection (ulrich hoffmann, 
unctad and tom rotherham, IISd, unctad 
trade and environment review, 2006)

SuStaInaBLe deVeLoPMent?
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iNtroductioN
When they were first developed, voluntary sustainability 
standard schemes appealed both to common sense 
and to more formalized logical frameworks and 
theories of change to justify their expectations of 
positive social, environmental or economic impacts.

the basic proposal of a voluntary sustainability 
standard is simple: that a common practice in a 
given industry or sector, or in relation to a particular 
category of impact, is unsustainable or socially 
undesirable. The standard defines alternative, more 
sustainable or socially desirable practices. as long 
as positive impact can be demonstrated after the 
implementation of a standard, this is taken as evidence 
that the standard’s implementation had the desired 
impact. an increase in the number of organizations 
implementing the standard is taken as evidence that 
more sustainable practices are being implemented. 
tracking uptake of the standard is therefore seen 
as a proxy for the tracking of positive impact.

this basic line of argument is of course simplistic. as 
voluntary sustainability standard schemes began to gain 
traction and the challenges and costs became clearer, 
supporters, potential supporters and sceptics began 
to seek more rigorous evidence of positive impact.

the challenges of demonstrating impact and of 
attributing this to the development of a particular 
voluntary sustainability standard scheme are now 
better understood. this short review highlights 
some of those challenges, points readers towards 
recent publications that suggest ways forward and 
identifies limited conclusions that appear to be 
supported by the evidence that we currently have.

the chAlleNGeS oF 
demoNStrAtiNG ANd AttributiNG 
imPAct
every element of the theoretical chain of effect 
described in the introduction can be challenged. 
the challenges are not unique to the application of 
voluntary sustainability standards: many of them 
would apply to any policy intervention intended 
to make a positive impact on complex, real-world 
situations. Some of the challenges are relatively 
straightforward to address. others are expensive 
and intractable. this variability suggests that 
empirical claims about the impact of standards 
should be treated with some caution. conversely, 
the difficulty of demonstrating positive, attributable 
impacts through a scientifically rigorous methodology 
does not mean that such impacts do not exist.

Major challenges that need to be addressed to 
measure and attribute impact to the implementation 
of voluntary sustainability standards include:

 � there may be debate as to the value of changes 
which take place as a result of standard 
implementation: for example, it may be contested 
whether lower pesticide use results in higher levels 
of biodiversity, or whether standards that prohibit 
GMO use are really environmentally or socially 
benign.

 � It may not be known whether a site has had to 
change its practices in order to take part in the 
scheme or whether it was already implementing a 
standard’s requirements, but had not been certified 
as such. Farmers in developing countries may 
not be using pesticides and fertilisers for a variety 
of reasons. Increased uptake of a standard that 

5. MeAsurInG tHe ContrIButIon oF  
VoLuntArY sustAInABILItY  
stAndArds to sustAInABILItY GoALs
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prohibits their use may not be evidence of changed 
practice at all – it may simply measure practices 
that were already taking place. conversely, a site 
may have begun to make changes in order to 
meet a standard well in advance of applying for 
certification. Those positive changes may be missed 
in an assessment.

 �  there may be delay between the time that a 
requirement of a standard is implemented and 
any social or environmental impact (positive or 
negative). For example, a requirement to use 
personal protective equipment or to protect habitat 
may not be reflected in improved health or increase 
in biodiversity for many years. Positive (or negative) 
impacts may exist, but be hard to measure.

 � When a standard is shown to have beneficial 
impacts at the level of a single site, it may still 
be argued that there are unintended negative 
consequences at other sites that have not been 
taken into account. Perhaps the social benefits 
experienced by the employees of a new scheme 
member are balanced out by the loss of benefits 
by a supplier in another country, or by another 
farm that loses access to its market. For example, 
the standard may be less cost effective for small 
enterprises to implement compared to larger 
enterprises, or it may be harder for small enterprises 
to find out about or understand the standard’s 
requirements. Small-scale producers could be 
unintentionally excluded from a market, without this 
being immediately apparent.

 �  the existence of a voluntary standard may 
undermine the case (or pressure) for the 
development of legislation, which might be a more 
effective longer-term solution to a widespread 
problem and is necessary when legal enforcement 
is required. the development of a voluntary 
standard may allow a company to meet the 
specified requirements at a limited number of sites 

where this is relatively easy, while avoiding having to 
make any improvements at sites elsewhere.

 � the existence of a standard for sustainable 
production may undermine the case to reduce 
the overall level of consumption, which may be 
the more fundamental problem, or it may lead to 
compensatory behaviour that negates the short-
term benefit (e.g. rebound effects caused by 
additional consumption resulting from efficiency 
savings). For example, a family might increase their 
total mileage after buying a low-carbon car.

While these challenges focus mostly on the difficulty 
of demonstrating and attributing the intended positive 
impacts of voluntary sustainability standard schemes 
and on the risk of unintended negative consequences 
that are not taken into account, there may also be 
unintended or unattributed positive impacts.

 �  In contrast to the concern that voluntary 
sustainability standards may undermine the case 
for developing legal requirements, it is often the 
case that legal requirements that already exist on 
paper are simply not implemented in practice. In 
some countries, voluntary sustainability standards 
certification may increase compliance with existing 
legal minimum requirements. this, rather than any 
specification of higher standards on paper, could be 
the main benefit.

 � the development of voluntary sustainability 
standards may demonstrate what is possible, 
stimulating more effective public policy efforts. 
the creation of a constituency of businesses that 
have voluntarily met high social or environmental 
standards can remove one of the potential barriers 
to the transfer of higher standards into legislation. 
If higher standards can be implemented by some 
producers without resulting in loss of profitability 
or market share, some key arguments against 
obligatory higher standards are removed.
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5. MEASURING THE CONTRIBUTION OF VOLUNTARY SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS TO 

 �  Public policy may build on agreements that have 
been reached through the development or use 
of voluntary sustainability standards, or may 
reference them as an instrument of public policy, 
for example in policies promoting sustainable forest 
management, or building demand for sustainable 
production through public procurement.

 �  technical development, public consultation and 
consensus-building can be time-consuming and 
costly. Governments can save time and money by 
using ‘off the shelf’ standards which are already 
supported by multiple stakeholders, and whose 
practicality has already been demonstrated by 
strong producer uptake.

 �  Just as unintended negative impacts on non-
participants may not be captured in an impact 
assessment, indirect positive impacts on non-
participants may also not be captured. Voluntary 
sustainability standards may spread good practice 
beyond the range of producers that decide to seek 
certification with a particular scheme.

 �  Small enterprises that take up voluntary 
sustainability standards may benefit from access 
to technical training, support or market intelligence 
that goes beyond the immediate requirements for 
compliance with a particular standard. this can lead 
to long-lasting benefits such as improved product 
quality and marketing.

 � Similarly, small-scale producers may achieve a 
sense of increased security and control through 
the development of more formal management 
plans, and long-term recognition and commercial 
relationships with buyers.

eVideNce oF imPAct
these challenges and concerns are much debated 
and a growing quantity of research has been done to 
find clear answers, or to clarify the kinds of study and 
to collect the kinds of data that would be required 
to provide clear answers. recent studies by the 
committee on Sustainability assessment (coSa) 
present convincing evidence of site-level environmental 
improvements resulting from the implementation of 
a range of voluntary sustainability standards in the 
coffee sector (Corporate social responsibility and the 
role of voluntary sustainability standards, 2013).

Several studies have tried to focus on impacts on 
small enterprises in particular. despite the indisputable 
challenges that voluntary sustainability standard 
schemes present for small-scale enterprises in 
developing countries, there is evidence that they can be 
of benefit. Some producers have been able to improve 
productivity, increase their quality of production, 
consolidate linkages with higher value export markets, 
access external technical support and charge 
relatively high commodity prices while taking part in 
voluntary sustainability standard schemes. the ability 
to achieve these benefits, however, is highly variable, 
depending on the particular context, the scheme, the 
existence of supporting programmes, et cetera.

oVerAll imPAct oN deVeloPiNG 
couNtrieS
Beyond the challenges in assessing the positive 
and negative impacts of a particular standard on 
a set of producers, it is even harder to assess and 
attribute the impacts of voluntary sustainability 
standards as a whole. there are now hundreds of 
different standards trying to address different issues 
in different ways. Some compete with each other; 
others may complement each other. Some are 
supported by governments, by major non-governmental 
organizations, or by major retailers; others are 
not. Some are associated with externally funded 
training and support programmes; others are not.

trade statistics do not generally distinguish between 
standards-compliant and non-compliant trade, 
either in terms of volume or value. Without such 
statistics, it is impossible to determine the overall 
difference in trade impacts between developed and 
developing countries, or between different developing 
countries. trade statistics would be necessary to 
identify whether possible increases in volume or 
value of exports from one country are cancelled 
out by decreases in volume or value from others.

however, even good trade statistics would not show 
the value of any social or environmental benefits that 
accrue from compliance with voluntary sustainability 
standards, and would take time to show whether 
any effects on market share are temporary or long-
term. Producers in a country that loses market 
share in the short term may subsequently improve 
their implementation of social and environmental 
standards. other things being equal, they would then 
be expected to regain their market share while imposing 
fewer social and environmental costs on society.
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coNcluSioN
the main conclusion of this chapter is simply 
to emphasize how difficult it is to demonstrate 
and attribute positive social or environmental 
impacts to a particular voluntary sustainability 
standard scheme, or even to voluntary 
sustainability standard schemes in general.

however, this should not be taken as a 
counsel of despair. one result of the growing 
appreciation of the difficulty of demonstrating 
impact has been an increase in the effort and 
resources devoted to impact assessment.

new standards schemes take this effort increasingly 
seriously, and some are incorporating requirements 
to monitor impacts as part of their standards’ 
requirements, creating longitudinal data from the 
time their standards are first implemented. The use of 
formal control groups can help to address questions 
of attribution, albeit implying some cost. Standards 
schemes are increasingly cooperating with universities 
and research bodies to improve the quality and 
perceived independence of impact assessments.

In summary, credible impact assessment is difficult, 
not impossible. care needs to be taken not to claim 
great benefits without sufficient evidence, but also not 
to assume that no positive impact has taken place 
simply because it is hard to demonstrate a causal 
relationship with scientific rigor on a short timescale.

reFereNceS ANd Further reAdiNG
Corporate social responsibility and the role of voluntary 
sustainability standards (Daniele Giovannucci, 
Oliver van Hagen and Joseph Wozniak, 2013) in 
Voluntary Standards Systems – A contribution to 
sustainable development, eds carsten Schmitz-
hoffmann et al, Springer, 2013 (in press)

Trade and environmental effects of ecolabels: 
assessment and response (tom rotherham 
of IISd on behalf of uneP, 2005)

ISEAL Code of Good Practice for Assessing the 
Impacts of Social and Environmental Standards 
Systems v1.0 (ISeaL alliance, 2010)

The evidence base for environmental and 
socioeconomic impacts of “sustainable” 
certification (Blackman and rivera, 2010)

Chapter 3: The impacts of standards and certification 
on sustainability in Toward sustainability: the 
roles and limitations of certification (Steering 
committee of the State-of-Knowledge assessment 
of Standards and Certification, 2012)

Pro-poor certification: assessing the benefits of 
sustainability certification for small-scale farmers in Asia 
(Emma Blackmore and James Keeley with Rhiannon 
Pyburn, ellen Mangus, Lu chen and Qiao yuhui, 2012)

Seeking Sustainability: COSA Preliminary Analysis of 
Sustainability Initiatives in the Coffee Sector (daniele 
Giovannucci and Jason Potts, IISD, 2008)

When do private standards work? (Gabriela Alvarez 
and oliver Van hagen in Itc technical Papers, 2012)

SUSTAINABILITY GOALS
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iNtroductioN
discussions of voluntary sustainability standard 
schemes often refer to price premiums. however, 
it is not always clear what this term means, and 
different studies may define it in different ways.

a price premium is not the same thing as an increased 
profit. A premium paid by consumers does not 
imply that producers receive that same premium. 
Moreover, price premiums are not the only, and often 
not even the most significant, financial incentive for 
implementing a voluntary sustainability standard.

there is also considerable dispute as to the size of 
premiums, or even whether any premiums are actually 
available, for products meeting voluntary sustainability 
standards. this chapter aims to clarify these issues.

WhAt iS A Premium?
In marketing and sales, the technical definition of a 
price premium is the percentage difference between the 
price of the product of interest and the average price of 
comparison products on the market. there are different 
ways to calculate the average price of comparison 
products (e.g. whether or not to weight the average 
by the volume of sales), and different choices may be 
made about which products to use for comparison. 

The technical definition has some immediate 
implications. If the average price of the comparison 
products goes up, the price premium goes 
down, even if the cost of the product of interest 
remains the same. Similarly, if a premium product 
gains market share, its premium is reduced 
(compared to a weighted average comparison 
price), purely as a result of the mathematics.

When applied to voluntary sustainability standards, 
comparison may be made between the price of the 
certified product and the price of the same product 
prior to certification, or between the relative price of the 

product when sold with or without the associated rights 
to make claims about its certified status. There are 
advantages and disadvantages to either methodology.

the Ability to chArGe A Premium
the ability to charge a price premium may be based 
on tangible differences between products – a premium 
consumer electronics product may have additional 
features that budget products do not share. It can 
also be based on more intangible elements, for 
example the perception that a branded product is 
cool or exclusive. the distinction between tangible 
and intangible aspects of a product may not be 
clear: perceptions of reliability may reflect the use 
of better materials, better workmanship or a better 
returns policy – or they may have no factual basis. the 
implications of trading a ‘premium’ product are also 
likely to be quite different for business-to-business 
transactions as compared to sales to end consumers.

Products that are marketed as meeting voluntary 
sustainability standards may provide a buyer with 
status, may be perceived as including an additional 
donation to pay for a social or environmental service 
that is considered to be of value (e.g. saving the 
planet or being fair to poor farmers), may be thought 
of as physically different (e.g. a food that does not 
have pesticide residues that some consumers may 
consider harmful) or may be considered to result 
in long-term financial savings (e.g. lower water or 
electricity bills). retailers and owners of public brands 
may pay a premium for a product that protects 
or builds the value of their brand. these potential 
values are non-exclusive and may contribute to 
the potential premium in different combinations 
for different products and different buyers.

In all cases, the ability to charge a premium will reflect 
the balance of supply and demand: if there is high 
demand for a product that meets a particular voluntary 
sustainability standard, but low supply at a particular 

 
6. VoLuntArY sustAInABILItY 
stAndArds And PrICe PreMIuMs
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place and point in time, then it should be possible 
to charge a premium. If supply increases, the ability 
to continue charging the premium will be reduced.

PremiumS ANd ProFitS
charging a premium does not necessarily mean that 
the profit on the product is higher. The calculation 
of profit must take the full costs of production, 
distribution and marketing into account. In the case 
of voluntary sustainability standards, additional 
costs may include the cost of meeting the standard’s 
substantive requirements, the cost of inspection, 
auditing and certification, transaction costs for traders, 
any additional costs payable to the scheme’s owners 
(e.g. to cover the development and maintenance 
of a standard, or to promote its label), the costs of 
maintaining traceability through the supply chain, 
if required, any costs associated with the loss of 
economies of scale or any costs associated with longer 
or less efficient supply chains. Some of these costs 
may be offset by savings associated with participation 
in a voluntary sustainability standard scheme, e.g. 
through improved product quality, efficiency, and 
reduced waste. however, a product with higher 
associated costs may have to be sold at a premium 
simply to cover these costs. that does not mean that 
its production is more profitable than the production of 
a comparable budget product. Indeed, concerns are 
often raised that smaller or less powerful producers 
are forced to take on the additional costs of complying 
with voluntary sustainability standards and are unable 
to pass these costs on to buyers. even where the 
product commands a premium price, producers (or 
traders or retailers) could be worse off financially.

conversely, higher costs do not necessarily mean 
that the final product has to be sold at a higher price 
to make commercial sense. Benefits for producers, 
manufacturers and retailers may not be limited to 
the larger difference between cost of production 
and cost of sale. For a consumer-facing brand, the 
cost of reputation damage associated with social or 
environmental problems in its supply chain may be 
a more significant consideration. For a retailer, the 
halo effect of being associated with a high-profile 
socially or environmentally responsible activity may 
be considered more valuable than the additional 
costs of the product itself. For producers, the benefit 
of maintaining preferred supplier status with a major 
buyer may have significant commercial value. Large-
scale producers in developing countries may be able 
to gain access to finance, contingent on their ability 

to meet sustainability standards that have been 
put in place by intergovernmental or private sector 
lenders. these considerations are in addition to any 
benefits that producers may gain from meeting the 
standards: better health, a cleaner environment, 
a more committed workforce, better facilities, 
improvements in relation to quality control, more 
access to training, better marketing skills and so on.

The commercial costs and benefits will be different 
at different points in a supply chain. they will often 
be unique to individual circumstances and may 
vary over time. The balance of costs and benefits 
may be different depending on the average market 
price for competing products and on the cost of 
inputs that have nothing to do with sustainability.

a number of studies have begun to take account of 
these kinds of considerations to provide an informative 
picture of the way that costs and benefits are 
distributed within and between different participants of 
sustainability standard schemes, for example Voluntary 
sustainability standards and economic rent (2009) or 
Seeking sustainability: COSA preliminary analysis of 
sustainability initiatives in the coffee sector (2008).

PremiumS For ProducerS ANd 
retAilerS
the relationship between the cost of complying 
with a voluntary sustainability standard and 
the price increase to cover that additional cost 
is different for producers and retailers.

For the producer, the whole cost of complying with 
the standard must be included in the additional price 
that the product is sold at. But for the retailer, the 
cost of the raw material may be a small part of the 
final price that is charged to the end consumer. The 
final price has to include costs of the premises, the 
sales staff, the distribution chain, advertising, etc. 
The cost of raw material may only be 20% of the final 
sales price. a doubling of the cost of raw material 
(a 100% price premium for the producer) would be 
covered by a 20% increase in the final sales price if 
there are no other costs associated with its supply.

a different issue is what a premium means to both 
producers and retailers in terms of profit. If the producer 
(or retailer) starts by making a 10% profit on the total 
cost of production, and can achieve a 10% premium 
price, then that represents a 100% increase in profit (if 
other costs are not changed). relatively low premium 
prices can translate into significant increases in income.
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6. VoLuntary SuStaInaBILIty StandardS and PrIce PreMIuMS

Will coNSumerS PAy PremiumS For 
SuStAiNAble ProductS?
end consumers regularly pay a premium of 10% 
to 50% for organic fruit and vegetables, where 
price comparisons are relatively straightforward. 
consumers have paid premiums of 22% to 25% 
for fair trade coffee sold online. a 2005 uK study 
of tropical and temperate hardwood prices found 
price premiums for FSC-certified timber (paid 
by lumberyards, rather than by consumers), that 
varied between 0% and 30% (see Price premiums 
for verified legal and sustainable timber). Some 
consumers voluntarily pay carbon-neutral premiums 
for flights, or premium prices for green electricity.

It is clear that consumers will sometimes pay premiums 
for products perceived to be more sustainable than 
otherwise similar alternatives. the size of that premium, 
however, may vary dramatically for different products, 
in different markets, and over time. the fact that 
consumers may pay retailers a premium does not 
necessarily mean that producers receive a similar 
premium, nor, if they do, that this reflects an equivalent 
increase in their profitability. Conversely, even a 
relatively small premium paid by consumers might 
translate into significant financial benefits for producers.

cAN ProducerS chArGe A Premium 
For SuStAiNAble ProductS?
Research regularly finds that producers can 
sometimes obtain premiums and that premiums 
can, on occasion, be substantial. Premiums for 
meeting voluntary sustainability standards have been 
obtained for timber, fish, gold and many agricultural 
products (for a review, see e.g. Toward sustainability: 
the roles and limitations of certification). the Fairtrade 
system is based explicitly on the payment of an 
obligatory Fairtrade premium (see below).

however, once again, the size of the premium 
varies for different products, in different places, at 
different times. It may only be paid on a relatively 
small proportion of the producer’s total production, 
and the premium may or may not fully reflect 
any increases in the costs of production. nor will 
conformity with a voluntary sustainability standard 
generally replace the need to meet the core market 
requirements of price, quality and reliability.

the FAirtrAde Premium
Most voluntary sustainability standards systems 
rely on the operation of the market to generate 
premiums. Premiums will vary depending on the 
perceived value of compliance with a particular 
standard, the level of demand, the relative 
supply and the negotiating strength of the 
buyer and seller in a particular transaction.

the Fairtrade system is unusual in that payment of a 
producer premium is a fundamental element of the 
standard itself. the Fairtrade premium is an extra 
payment, paid to a group of producers who decide 
together how to spend it. the value of the Fairtrade 
premium is set by, inter alia, Fairtrade Labelling 
organizations International (FLo), which operates the 
most widely used international Fairtrade standard. 
The value is specified for different products and 
product grades, and sometimes for different regions. 
It varies over time, but is generally set between 
5% and 30% of the farm gate price. In addition, 
Fairtrade standards specify a minimum price for 
purchasing fair trade products. the minimum price 
provides a level of security and provides a premium 
relative to uncertified products in case prices fall.

Are PremiumS Good For 
SuStAiNAble deVeloPmeNt?
It is sometimes disputed whether premiums, assuming 
they exist and are at least sometimes beneficial to 
those producers that receive them, are more broadly 
beneficial in terms of sustainable development. 
For example, the economist has argued that:

 “The low price of commodities such as coffee is 
due to overproduction, and ought to be a signal to 
producers to switch to growing other crops. Paying a 
guaranteed Fairtrade premium – in effect, a subsidy 
– both prevents this signal from getting through 
and, by raising the average price paid for coffee, 
encourages more producers to enter the market. This 
then drives down the price of non-Fairtrade coffee 
even further, making non-Fairtrade farmers poorer.”

A related argument is that certification results in 
market differentiation and specialization, but not in 
overall improvement in standards. By this argument, 
organizations that already implement good standards 
may be able to capture a premium to cover their 
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higher costs. Less demanding markets, however, 
are flooded by budget producers excluded from 
premium markets, which lowers prices. as prices 
in less demanding markets drop, it is argued that 
the volume of sales (for unsustainably produced 
products) increases, resulting in a reduction in 
sustainability for the production system as a whole.

there are counterarguments to both these positions:

 � It is not clear why falling prices would cause 
producers to switch to other more profitable crops 
in the absence of the Fairtrade system, but not in its 
presence.

 � the creation of premium markets might also provide 
an incentive for less sustainable producers to raise 
their standards to gain or maintain access to those 
markets.

 �  any surplus supply to budget markets would be 
expected to adjust over time.

a different argument applies when the implementation 
of voluntary sustainability standards results in lower 
costs for more sustainable products, for example 
through efficiency gains or subsidies. When the 
price drops, consumption increases, negating any 
overall benefit. This argument would be a concern 
if the objective of a scheme is to reduce carbon 
emissions, for example, but is less of a concern if the 
objective is related to sustainable management of a 
natural resource or to better working conditions.

Perhaps a more fundamental concern is that voluntarily 
paid market premiums might be inherently insufficient 
to result in large-scale change. Many studies suggest 
that a proportion of the market will pay a premium 
to cover the costs of sustainable production, at least 
in some circumstances. But even if such a premium 
is voluntarily paid by as much as 50% of the market 
(much higher than the evidence currently suggests), 
50% of the market would still be paying a price that 
does not cover the costs of sustainable production.

coNcluSioN
there has been some debate as to whether end 
consumers are genuinely prepared to put their money 
where their mouths are, and pay premiums for final 
products that are labelled as complying with voluntary 

sustainability standards. the evidence is clear that 
premiums are sometimes paid, both by consumers and 
by commercial buyers. however, it is also clear that 
premiums may vary greatly, and are not guaranteed.

It has sometimes been assumed that price premiums 
paid by consumers and/or commercial buyers 
are both necessary and sufficient to ensure the 
success of a standards scheme. In fact, benefits 
other than price premiums may be sufficient to 
make a voluntary sustainability standard scheme of 
value to producers and, conversely, the existence 
of premiums does not necessarily ensure that 
a scheme is of value to primary producers.

however, the main conclusion of this chapter is 
simply that great care is needed when assessing 
and discussing the potential financial benefits of 
voluntary sustainability standard schemes. the 
distribution of costs and benefits amongst different 
participants needs to be taken into account, as 
well as the possibility that benefits enjoyed by 
participants in a standards scheme might be 
cancelled out by costs suffered by non-participants.

reFereNceS ANd Further reAdiNG
Price premiums for verified legal and sustainable timber 
(Study for the uK timber trade Federation and the uK 
department for International development, 2005).

Seeking sustainability: COSA preliminary analysis 
of sustainability initiatives in the coffee sector 
(Daniele Giovannucci and Jason Potts, 2008)

Sustainable use of tropical forests by reduced-
impact logging in Deramakot Forest Reserve, 
Sabah, Malaysia (Peter Lagan, Sam Mannan 
and hisashi Matsubayashi, 2006)

Toward sustainability: the roles and limitations 
of certification (Steering committee of 
the State-of-Knowledge assessment of 
Standards and Certification, 2012)

Voluntary sustainability standards and economic 
rents (Jason Potts and Kathleen Sexsmith, 2009)

Voting with your trolley: can you really change 
the world just by buying certain foods? 
(the economist, 7 december 2006)
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iNtroductioN
there is no doubt that the variety and number of 
voluntary sustainability standards has increased 
dramatically over the last twenty years. In February 
2013, the Big room ecolabel Index website listed 
435 eco-labels in 197 countries and 25 industry 
sectors, most of which are based on a voluntary 
sustainability standard. t4Sd announced that 
it had assessed and included the 100th scheme 
on its Standards Map in February 2013.

While these numbers are high, and new labels and 
standards are still being developed, there is some 
evidence that the rate of increase may have slowed. 
there were already 426 labels on the ecolabel Index 
by november 2011. the net increase in the last 
fifteen months has been a total of nine labels.

the number of standards and labels may also be 
less daunting than the headline figure suggests: 
in some cases, three or four different standards 
for the same scheme are listed separately, 
production standards and traceability standards 
for the same scheme are listed separately, and 
national standards or labels that are part of well-
established systems of international harmonization 
or mutual recognition are listed separately.

concerns have been expressed over the last 30 
years that the proliferation of labels and claims will 
result in consumer confusion or fatigue and lead 
to a decrease in the uptake or effectiveness of 
ethical labelling. While there is some evidence of 
consumer confusion and scepticism, there is little 
if any evidence that this is leading to a decrease in 
the use and uptake of labels or in the consumption 
of ethical products. Facts suggest the opposite: 
there is a continuing growth of leading schemes 
and an increasing uptake and commitment from 
mainstream producers, manufacturers and retailers.

nonetheless, there are clearly a lot of labels 
and voluntary sustainability standards out there, 
and this can create problems for producers, 
traders, retailers and consumers, and raise 
issues in relation to international trade.

this chapter looks at some of these concerns 
from the perspectives of different stakeholders, 
and considers possible responses.

coNcerNS For ProducerS
For producers, proliferation of standards creates 
particular problems when it is not clear which would 
be the appropriate standard to adopt, or when 
customers require compliance with multiple standards.

Finding out which standards are recognized, or most 
likely to be recognized, by the producer’s potential 
customers can be extremely difficult. If the producer’s 
products are sold in several markets, and if different 
customers recognize different standards, the producer 
can end up having to comply with multiple standards 
or else risk being excluded from certain markets. 
Producers face serious costs for compliance and 
verification, having to pay for multiple audits for 
different standards schemes and devote significant 
amounts of management time to prepare for and 
respond to multiple auditors. Finally, producers may 
consider that a particular standard a customer demands 
is inappropriate to their situation: either because it 
is too demanding or because it does not recognize 
local geographical conditions or technical issues.

these kinds of concerns are often particularly 
consequential for producers in developing countries.

Paradoxically, however, attempts to make standards 
a better fit for the needs of producers contribute to 
the proliferation of standards. developing standards 
that apply in a particular country (for example, the 
development of national organic standards or national 
forest management standards), that fit the needs 

 
7. ProLIFerAtIon: ConCerns And 
PossIBLe soLutIons
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of a particular sector or sub-sector (e.g. separate 
standards for soy, palm oil, rice, cotton, sugar), 
that promote the benefits of a particular kind of 
production (e.g. shade-grown coffee or chlorine-free 
pulp), that are more appropriate to small-scale or 
artisanal producers or that are specifically applicable 
to producers in developing countries (e.g. fair trade) 
all increase, rather than decrease, the variety and 
number of standards and labels on the market.

un declarations acknowledge that standards that 
are appropriate in developed countries may impose 
inappropriate costs when applied in developing 
countries. Should there be different standards for 
countries with different levels of development? 
Should standards always allow for low threshold 
entry points, and continual improvement? or is 
it actually beneficial that producers can choose 
between a range of standards options or choose 
to meet several standards, despite the costs?

coNcerNS For coNSumerS
consumers face a different set of challenges. 
consumers are subjected to a wide range of claims 
about the ecological or social credentials of different 
products, often in the form of a label or written claim. 
there is concern that some labels or claims may be 
less trustworthy than others, and the proliferation 
of claims and labels makes it hard to recognize and 
remember any particular claim or label associated with 
a recognized or trusted standard. there may be a range 
of apparently similar claims (e.g. regarding organic 
or fair trade products) that are based on different 
private or national standards. consumers cannot be 
expected to become experts on issues related to social 
or environmental conditions of production in order to 
decide what food or product to buy. a single, trusted 
mark that provides reassurance would seem to be ideal.

however, not all consumers are the same. Some 
consumers are willing to pay more for a product 

that has some special sustainability characteristics 
(e.g. that it is environmentally friendly or helps poor 
farmers), while others prefer a cheaper product. 
Some consumers may be particularly attracted to 
a product that promises that it is friendly to birds, 
others might be more motivated to buy a product that 
has pesticide-free production or one that claims to 
be forest-friendly. the more issues a single standard 
addresses, the more demanding and costly it is 
to implement. consumers may prefer to choose a 
product that claims to address the issues that are 
most important to them, at a reasonable price, than 
to buy a product that tries to address all issues, but 
which is much more expensive. ‘Green’ consumers 
in emerging economies may be willing to pay more 
for more environmentally-friendly products, and yet 
still be more price-sensitive than their counterparts in 
european or north american markets, or be motivated 
by different priority concerns. a local or regional label 
(and its underlying standards) can respond to differing 
preferences. this is one of the issues being considered 
in the development of the eco-Mark africa initiative.

It is worth noting that consumers are also unlikely to 
be concerned by multiple labels if these labels are 
used in different markets. consumers in new Zealand 
will rarely encounter a Singapore eco-label that is 
only marketed in Singapore. Similarly, it is unlikely 
that consumers are confused about the differences 
between marks (and standards) for green electricity, 
green building, sustainable forest management or 
sustainable fisheries. Consumers are more likely to be 
confused and potentially feel misled when different 
standards are used as the basis for similar claims on 
similar products, e.g. when two competing standards 
make the same ‘sustainable forest management’ claim, 
or when there are substantial differences between 
standards that nonetheless result in the same ‘organic’ 
claim. controversy about a particular standard or label 
may be more damaging to all standards or labels than 
the existence of multiple standards or labels per se.
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7. ProLIFeratIon: concernS and PoSSIBLe SoLutIonS

coNcerNS For mANuFActurerS 
ANd retAilerS
Proliferation of standards generates a range of 
concerns for manufacturers and retailers, too. 
Manufacturers and retailers are highly sensitive to 
cost, always wanting to buy or produce a product 
of a given quality at the lowest possible price. that 
pushes them towards wanting to see economies of 
scale, with all producers applying the same set of 
standards, verified by a single, trusted scheme.

Manufacturers may be required to maintain separate 
chain of custody control for materials produced 
under different standards, making processing 
and stock control unnecessarily complicated and 
expensive, or even excluding some producers.

But manufacturers and retailers may also be subject 
to pressure that leads to proliferation of standards and 
labels. If different customers want to see a range of 
different standards, then – other things being equal – 
suppliers and retailers will want to be able to meet that 
variety of needs. Manufacturers and retailers generally 
prefer to be in control of the standards that they are 
using, to make sure they meet their own organizational 
needs and cost considerations. this may lead to the 
development of new ‘own label’ standards or standards 
that are only applicable to their own unique product 
range, to differentiate them from competitors.

coNcerNS For SuStAiNAbility 
AdVocAteS, StANdArdS deVeloPerS 
ANd Scheme oWNerS
Finally, sustainability advocates, standards 
developers, standards scheme owners and even 
governments are all subject to motivations that 
can either promote or reduce proliferation.

all these groups are concerned that standards 
proliferation might reduce demand for the 
particular standard or standards that they prefer 
or consider best suited to their own objectives.

however, there may be disagreement about which 
standard ought to be given precedence. Some 
sustainability advocates may be interested in one 
particular element of sustainability, or may be more 
interested in one element than another. different 
groups may focus on water, pesticide use, carbon 
emissions, accessibility for small-scale producers, 
social development, birds, forests, etc. others 
may want to ensure that standards address all 

sustainability issues, even if this makes for a more 
complicated or expensive set of requirements. a 
standard that is optimal for reducing water use might 
not be the best one for addressing carbon emissions. 
Stakeholders may disagree about the importance 
of an issue, such as the use of GMO technology. It 
may not be clear which approach (or combination of 
approaches) would achieve the best overall impact.

More prosaically, standardizing bodies have a 
commercial incentive to develop new standards 
to address new issues or sectors, or to replace 
existing standards, if their income is generated 
through sales of standards documents or from 
contracts to develop standards for other parties. 
Standards schemes that generate income from the 
use of a logo and/or audit fees dependent on the 
use of their own standard have a vested interest in 
ensuring that their standard is used. Governments 
and multilateral bodies that have developed or 
supported a particular eco-label or scheme have 
a vested interest in its success, over and above its 
intended impact. new schemes that are designed to 
meet the needs of a particular retailer, manufacturer, 
producer or advocacy group that does not feel properly 
served by the existing range of standards (or that is 
unaware of an existing option) may have a financial 
interest in the development of a new standard.

iNterNAtioNAl StANdArdiZAtioN
In terms of international trade, the proliferation of 
standards may be problematic because it increases 
the cost and complexity of trade, making it more 
inefficient. Proliferation also makes it more likely that 
a particular standard becomes a technical barrier 
to trade because an importing country specifies a 
standard that has the effect (whether intentional or 
inadvertent) of favouring its own producers to the 
detriment of competitors in other exporting countries.

a single, international standard that meets all 
users’ needs would clearly be ideal for facilitating 
international trade. however, developing such a 
standard is problematic, and the challenge of defining 
the optimum number of different international 
standards for social and environmental outcomes 
would still remain. a single, international standard 
may succeed in making trade simpler, but if it is not 
appropriate to local conditions it may be a greater 
barrier for producers than a national standard that 
can be applied successfully, despite any problems 
associated with standards proliferation.
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Short of recognizing a single, international standard, 
the tBt agreement and the Agreement on Sanitary 
and Phytosanitary Measures (the SPS agreement) 
promote standards harmonization and equivalence. 
But these are not the only approaches that may be 
useful from a developing country perspective.

PrioritieS ANd SolutioNS
to some extent, the observed proliferation of standards 
is a simple reflection of the need for specialization to 
meet the needs of different producers, manufacturers, 
retailers and consumers. Proliferation may also be a 
natural consequence (and guarantor) of competition 
and innovation. Many new standards have been 
developed because one group or another believes 
that a particular approach is failing in some way 
and that an alternative approach would be more 
effective. Solutions that aim to reduce proliferation 
need to take care that they do not eliminate valuable 
diversity and that they do not stifle innovation.

In contrast, while it is relatively easy to develop a 
new standard, it is hard to build a financial model 
to support the costs of review, revision and system 
maintenance in the long term. It is likely that many 
standards (and their associated labels) will simply 
disappear because the costs of implementing them 
and maintaining them over time will not be justified 
by any benefits in terms of increased consumer 
demand or product value. the problem of oversupply 
of standards and labels may be self-correcting.

For developing countries, the priority is likely to be 
addressing the concerns of producers without reducing 
demand for their products. For producers, the most 
detrimental effect of standards proliferation is likely 
to be having to comply with multiple standards. 
this brings increasing complexity and the high 
costs of demonstrating conformity. If producers do 
not adopt all relevant standards, they risk reduced 
market access even though they may already have 
excellent social or environmental performance – a 
particular concern in the case of agriculture.

In some cases, certification to multiple standards may 
bring net gains, despite the additional costs. Producers 
may find that compliance with several standards lets 
them meet the needs of a variety of customers without 
being locked into any particular system or supply chain. 
For others, there may be benefits in specialization. 
nonetheless, the most successful standards are 
likely to be those that reduce cost and complexity 

or increase flexibility for producers, manufacturers 
and retailers, but that maintain choice for consumers 
and allow sustainability advocates to achieve their 
aims. a range of approaches may help achieve this.

hArmoNiZAtioN or merGer
In a range of standards with essentially the same 
purpose, minor differences may exist for historical 
or organizational rather than substantive reasons. 
harmonization of standards can be achieved by 
revising criteria, so that criteria related to a specific 
issue (e.g. water use) are identical within different 
standards. Minor differences may be removed to bring 
standards into alignment. If all the differences can be 
addressed in this way, the standards can ultimately 
be merged to create a single replacement standard.

even where full harmonization between standards 
is not achieved, there may be potential to reduce 
costs through training on the technical issues that 
standards are trying to promote. effective training 
on integrated pest management, erosion control 
or safe pesticide use may allow multiple standards 
to be met, despite differences in their detail.

It is worth noting that harmonization is not necessarily 
beneficial. There may be good, legitimate reasons 
for differences between standards. harmonizing 
two distinct standards may result in the worst of 
all worlds, not the best. a high standard and a 
low standard may be a more effective solution 
than a merged standard that is too high for 
some purposes, and too low for others.

coordiNAted or SteP-WiSe 
APProAcheS
a related approach is recognizing one standard 
as being an entry-level or basic standard, and 
another as a higher-level standard. the more basic 
requirements can be harmonized so that producers 
may comply initially with the basic standard and 
later (if the expected benefits justify it) move on 
to achieve higher-level requirements. coordinated 
standards could maintain their own separate 
identities and labels or be merged into a single 
scheme with different grades of performance.

With both harmonized and coordinated 
approaches, standards schemes may be able 
to encourage simultaneous auditing, so that 
a single auditor can evaluate compliance with 
different standards at the same time.
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7. ProLIFeratIon: concernS and PoSSIBLe SoLutIonS

VAriAtioNS oF reQuiremeNtS ANd 
modulAr APProAcheS
Many voluntary sustainability standards develop 
different criteria (or distinct interpretative guidance) 
for different users – for example, specifying less 
demanding criteria for implementation by small 
enterprises or particular disadvantaged groups.

other schemes have modules that may 
apply to different groups, or that may be 
voluntary. In this way, a single standard can 
incorporate a range of internal variations.

recoGNitioN oF eQuiVAleNce
Where standards apply to producers in different 
countries or to different categories of producers, it 
may be possible for schemes to recognize that their 
standards are equivalent, even though the detailed 
requirements are different. thus, national standards 
in a range of countries may be recognized as 
equivalent, allowing materials from the countries to 
be combined within a single product or be promoted 
with a single consumer-oriented mark or claim.

hArmoNiZAtioN oF croSS-cuttiNG 
iSSueS
In many cases, standards are trying to address 
a limited range of issues, often including water 
use, carbon emissions, the protection of high 
conservation value areas, etc. there is potential for 
different standards to collaborate and harmonize 
the way they treat these issues over time.

iNteroPerAbility
the range of approaches described in this chapter in 
response to concerns about standards proliferation is 
certainly not complete. new ideas will surely emerge 
over time. What is clear is that a trend is emerging, 
not necessarily to achieve top down harmonization 
of sustainability standards, but rather to achieve 
increasing interoperability from the bottom up.

Increasing interoperability is not limited to the content 
of the standards themselves, but applies also to 
the operational implementation of schemes.

Several standards systems have already 
recognized elements of each other’s systems 
and support shared infrastructure for training, 
inspection, traceability and accreditation. It 
seems likely that this trend is set to continue.

coNcluSioN
there are hundreds of voluntary sustainability 
standards in existence, and the number and variety 
undoubtedly create problems for producers, 
manufacturers, retailers, consumers and policymakers.

however, there are often good reasons for the 
differences between standards. Some may be 
designed to address an issue of particular interest 
to a subset of consumers. Some may reward the 
best producers, while others may raise standards 
at the lower end of the quality spectrum. Standards 
for marine stewardship are unlikely to conflict with 
standards for forest stewardship. Some level of 
diversity is probably not only inevitable, but beneficial.

nonetheless, some consolidation would appear 
both inevitable and desirable. this chapter 
considered a range of approaches that are 
already being pursued by different standards 
owners. the processes differ in their details but 
represent a broad movement towards increasing 
interoperability which seems likely to continue.

reFereNceS ANd Further reAdiNG
Let the good products flow: Proceedings of the 
Global Organic Market Access Conference 2012 
– Global Organic Market Access in 2012 and 
Beyond (nuremberg, 13 – 14 February 2012). 

Signed, sealed… delivered? Behind certifications 
and beyond labels (Patrin Watanada and 
heather Mak, Sustainability, 2011)

The state of sustainability initiatives review 2010: 
Sustainability and Transparency (Jason Potts 
et al, International Institute for Sustainable 
development (IISd) and the International Institute 
for environment and development (IIed), 2010)
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iNtroductioN
the unFSS activities focus on voluntary sustainability 
standards. But what is a voluntary standard? When 
does a standard that is voluntary in theory become 
obligatory in practice? does it make a difference 
whether a producer has to meet a standard because it 
is a legal obligation or because a customer demands it? 
this chapter introduces the issues under discussion.

WheN iS A StANdArd VoluNtAry?
there are three basic reasons why a business might 
consider complying with a sustainability standard:

 �  Because it wants to for its own reasons.

 �  Because customers or other parties ask it to.

 �  Because it is a legal obligation.

Whether compliance is truly voluntary can 
be considered in terms of the degree of 
external compulsion in each case.

In the first case, there is no compulsion at all. The 
business can choose to comply with a standard or 
not, as it wishes. there may be a range of costs 
and benefits associated with the decision, one 
way or the other, but the decision is voluntary.

In the second case, the level of compulsion varies 
depending on the consequences of non-compliance. 
If the business is a producer which dominates the 
supply of its product and has other willing customers 
who will pick up any reduction in demand, at the same 
price, then the business can choose to comply with 
the standard or not on a voluntary basis. however, if 
the customer dominates the market, the situation is 
reversed. the producer can either meet the customer’s 
requirements or go out of business. the producer’s 
decision is voluntary in theory, but in practice there 
is no choice. More often than not, the real situation 

will lie somewhere between these extremes. the 
business will negotiate with the customer. the degree 
of compulsion will vary from case to case and the 
outcome will depend on a wide range of variables.

In the third case, the situation is clear. the 
alternative to compliance is to break the law 
– compliance is obligatory, not voluntary.

In practice, there is a continuum of uses of 
standards, from the entirely voluntary to the entirely 
obligatory. What implications does this have for 
policymakers and other unFSS stakeholders?

VoluNtAry comPliANce With 
A VoluNtAry SuStAiNAbility 
StANdArd
at the voluntary end of the spectrum of uses, 
the responsibility for the consequences of 
choosing to implement a sustainability standard 
rests with the businesses involved.

Governments may be interested in those consequences. 
there may be positive or negative impacts on a State’s 
citizens, on the environment in its territory or on its 
other policy objectives. But so long as the business 
is operating within the law of the land, it would not 
usually be the role of the government to interfere.

Whether the consequences of a business’s actions are 
positive or negative may be the subject of research or 
debate. non-governmental organizations, academics, 
community activists and others may become involved 
in supporting or trying to discourage further uptake of 
the standard, and all will be responsible to their own 
stakeholders for their actions on one side or another.

If the government becomes concerned about 
negative consequences of the business’s 
compliance with the standard, it may take action 
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to change the law, and would then expect the 
business to comply with such changes.

If the government observes that the impact of 
the business’s compliance with the standard 
is positive, it may consider ways to encourage 
other businesses to follow its example.

In general terms, however, the voluntary use of 
voluntary sustainability standards would not be 
expected to raise special concerns for governments.

obliGAtory comPliANce With A 
VoluNtAry StANdArd
at the other end of the spectrum, compliance with 
a sustainability standard is a legal obligation.

At first sight the idea that it could be a legal obligation 
to comply with a ‘voluntary’ standard appears self-
contradictory, but it can happen in a number of ways. 
Voluntary standards may be referenced explicitly, 
either in a legal regulation itself or in supplementary 
guidance. the content of a voluntary standard may 
be transposed into a regulation. or a regulation may 
use general terms such as ‘good practice’, for which 
compliance with a widely used national or international 
standard is recognized as de facto evidence (for further 
discussion and examples, see The use of international 
standards in technical regulation (B. Fliess et al, 2010).

The specification of voluntary standards in 
government regulation raises a range of issues, 
depending on whether adoption of the standard 
is mandated by the government of the territory 
in which the standard would be implemented or 
by the government of an importing country.

these issues are discussed in the following 
chapter, on voluntary sustainability 
standards and the role of government.

mArKet demANd For comPliANce 
With A VoluNtAry SuStAiNAbility 
StANdArd
What of the middle part of the spectrum, where 
businesses may or may not be willing to comply with a 
particular sustainability standard, but are obliged to if 
they want to do business with a particular customer?

there is no legal obligation to agree to meet 
the standard, and in that sense the use of 
the standard is voluntary. however, once a 

contract is agreed and compliance with the 
standard is part of the specification, compliance 
may become a contractual obligation.

When major multinational corporations with large 
market shares decide to adopt a particular voluntary 
sustainability standard, or when a standard becomes 
a de facto requirement for market access, producers 
may have little practical option but to comply.

the remaining sections of this chapter do not attempt 
to resolve the issues that are raised, but aim to clarify 
them as a step towards discussion and resolution. 
Issues are considered in four interrelated categories: 
legality, sustainability, accountability and legitimacy.

leGAlity
From a purely legal perspective, the specification of 
sustainability standards in private contracts does not 
appear to raise special issues of concern. companies 
are obliged to comply with the laws of the countries in 
which they operate unless these contradict over-riding 
international obligations. If a sustainability standard 
creates obligations that contradict the law, the legal 
framework of the country in which the activity takes 
place would be expected to prevail. If there is a conflict, 
either the contradictory clause in the standard would 
have to be modified, or the parties would not be able 
to do business. The issue is significant, but is not 
specific to sustainability requirements or to the use 
of voluntary standards. the same issues arise with 
any other specifications that contradict the law of the 
country in which the contract would be implemented.

SuStAiNAbility
a second set of issues concerns the 
question of sustainability.

Issues arise firstly in relation to the requirements 
of the sustainability standard: to what extent are 
the actions that are required really contributing to 
‘sustainability’? this raises both environmental and 
social questions, e.g. whether a particular practice 
that the standard requires is an effective way to 
protect biodiversity; whether consultation with 
stakeholders is an essential element of sustainability.

however, the issue is not simply a technical one. 
chapter 1 noted that un declarations acknowledge 
that standards that are appropriate in developed 
countries may impose inappropriate costs when 
applied in developing countries. In that case, should 
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different standards be applied in different countries, 
depending on their different levels of development?

Should ‘sustainability standards’ be set at a level that 
would be considered ‘sustainable’ by consumers in the 
importing country (who are ultimately paying for the 
production, and may be asked to pay more because 
it claims to be ‘sustainable’), or be set according to 
prevailing norms in the producer country (where the 
impacts will be felt)? Is it unethical for consumers 
to buy products produced under conditions that 
would be unacceptable in their own country, or 
unethical to impose their own standards on others?

Is it possible that standards that are recognized 
as beneficial at low levels of use (i.e. when they 
are genuinely voluntary, and individual producers 
can make their own choices about compliance) 
become harmful if their use becomes an effective 
obligation and the costs of compliance have to 
be borne regardless of whether there is any direct 
benefit to the producers that have to comply?

these questions are essentially theoretical when uptake 
is at a low level. But as market demand becomes 
stronger, uptake higher and the possibility for producers 
to choose not to implement the standard is reduced, 
the implications become increasingly important. the 
risks for producers become higher. they could be 
forced to implement a standard even if this makes 
them worse off financially, because the alternative 
is to go out of business. Similarly, if small producers 
are unable to comply (or unable to demonstrate 
that they comply), they could be forced to supply to 
lower value markets, or lose their market entirely.

In these circumstances it becomes a matter of 
real importance to understand the full spectrum 
of social, environmental and economic impacts 
of a voluntary sustainability standard in producer 
countries. one would expect producer country 
governments to take an increasingly high level 

of interest, to satisfy themselves that the overall 
impact of a widespread standard is positive.

AccouNtAbility ANd leGitimAcy
understanding the overall impact of different standards 
as uptake increases is partly a technical issue. But 
it also raises issues for governance: if compliance 
with sustainability standards becomes a de facto 
obligation, rather than a voluntary choice, how is 
accountability to be provided? how do voluntary 
sustainability standards maintain their legitimacy?

The first chapter of this review described the 
emerging recognition by government of the impact 
that consumption in developed countries has 
on sustainable development in the rest of the 
world, and the responsibility that this implies for 
consumers, businesses that set out to meet the 
market demand they create, and for governments.

Voluntary sustainability standard schemes 
are embedded in principles that have been 
endorsed since the 1992 rio declaration.

the 2002 Johannesburg Declaration Plan of 
Implementation calls on governments, relevant 
international organizations, the private sector and 
all major groups to play an active role in changing 
unsustainable consumption and production patterns, 
including “Developing and adopting, where appropriate, 
on a voluntary basis, effective, transparent, verifiable, 
non-misleading and non-discriminatory consumer 
information tools to provide information relating to 
sustainable consumption and production, including 
human health and safety aspects” so long as these 
tools are not used as disguised trade barriers.

More recently, the UN General Assembly has agreed on 
the adoption of a 10-year framework of programmes 
on sustainable consumption and production patterns, 
including “Promoting the engagement of the private 
sector in efforts to achieve a shift towards sustainable 
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consumption and production, particularly sectors with a 
high environmental and social impact, including through 
corporate environmental and social responsibility”.

as uptake of voluntary sustainability standards 
becomes increasingly widespread, issues such as 
the participation of stakeholders and governments 
in standards development become increasingly 
important. to whom are companies accountable when 
implementing voluntary sustainability standards? Which 
standards should be adopted? Who should decide? 
So long as the impacts are recognized as contributing 
to agreed public policy objectives, such issues of 
accountability and legitimacy may remain dormant. 
But these issues are likely to be seen as critically 
important as soon as concerns are raised about 
possible negative impacts of standards implementation.

the legitimacy of using private voluntary standards 
in international trade, and the origin of any such 
legitimacy, is a relatively new area of research, 
but is already widely discussed and contested 
(see Draft literature review on voluntary social and 
environmental standards and governance).

coNcluSioN
In summary, whether standards are really voluntary 
can be considered a legal question or a practical 
question. From a legal perspective, conformity with a 
sustainability standard is voluntary if it is not a legal 
obligation specified by a State. But from a practical 
perspective, conformity is only truly voluntary if a 
business has a genuine choice as to whether it chooses 
to conform or not. If there is no practical alternative, 
conformity has become a de facto obligation.

Governments can choose to incorporate voluntary 
standards into their own regulations. If they do 
so, compliance becomes a legal obligation. World 
trade agreements, in fact, expressly encourage 
governments to base their regulations on certain kinds 
of (voluntary) standards, namely international standards. 
Whether voluntary sustainability standards can be 
considered international standards, and if so under 
what circumstances, was considered in chapter 3.

But this chapter raised another issue: as the use 
of a voluntary standard becomes increasingly 
widespread, the freedom to choose not to 
comply may become increasingly constrained, 
making the standard less and less voluntary.

From one perspective, that is entirely desirable. 
To the extent that sustainability standards define 
sustainability, it should be a good thing that more and 
more producers or manufacturers operate sustainably.

But this also raises awkward questions. as long as 
a standard is truly voluntary, any flaws may be less 
consequential. Whether the standard is ineffective 
or inefficient may be a concern to the people that 
support it, but does not raise concerns about 
accountability or legitimacy. the situation changes, 
however, if uptake becomes a de facto obligation.

And so the discussion returns, finally, to the issue 
with which it began: the role of government.
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The use of international standards in technical 
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ISO 26000 and global governance for sustainable 
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Some of the most fundamental, complex and vexing 
questions raised by the increasing use of voluntary 
sustainability standards relate to their relationship 
with government. these include questions of 
international law, sovereignty, legitimacy, free speech 
and consumer rights. this section does not attempt 
to resolve these questions, but rather to clarify the 
landscape and identify some of the issues that are 
contested, as a basis for further discussion.

as a starting point, it is assumed that voluntary 
sustainability standards cannot operate outside of 
the law. their development and use is bound by 
international and national laws and regulations. In case 
of conflict, international and national law will prevail.

It is also assumed that there is space within an “open, 
equitable, rule-based, predictable and non-discriminatory” 
international trading system for companies to choose 
to implement social and environmental standards at 
their own production sites. this means they should 
be able to choose the specifications for their supply 
chains and the promises they make to their customers 
if they go beyond the minimum requirements of 
international and national law and regulation. In other 
words, there is room in an international trading system 
for voluntary sustainability standards to exist.

Given these assumptions, what are the issues and 
concerns? two areas are highlighted for consideration:

 � the role of government in the development of 
voluntary sustainability standards.

 � the role of government in the use of voluntary 
sustainability standards.

this section explores the possible roles of governments 
within these areas and identifies concerns.

Governments define the rules within which voluntary 
sustainably standards must operate. Governments 
may regulate with a strong or a light touch. they may 
require, support, encourage, permit, discourage or 
prohibit certain activities. They may define certain 
activities as their exclusive domain or they may 
permit non-governmental actors to undertake such 
activities. Governments are expected to make decisions 
in the interest of their citizens. Governments are 
constrained only by international law, the agreements 
that they have entered into with other governments, 
and their own legal systems in deciding which 
options they choose to follow. Governments in 
different countries may make different decisions.

GoVerNmeNt PArticiPAtioN iN 
StANdArdS deVeloPmeNt
Both in principle and in practice, standards may be 
developed by governmental or non-governmental 
bodies. the Wto tBt agreement explicitly recognizes 
that national and international standardization bodies 
may be governmental or non-governmental bodies. the 
World Standards Services network (WSSn) maintains a 
list of national and international standardization bodies, 
including both governmental and non-governmental 
organizations. In some countries, there may be a 
number of standards development organizations.

the distinction between a governmental and a non-
governmental standardization body may be unclear at 
both national and international levels. the Blue angel, 
for instance, is a non-governmental organization, but 
its label and associated standards were created on the 
initiative of the German Federal Minister of the Interior 
and approved by the Ministers of the environment 
of the federal government and the federal states.

the International Standardization organization (ISo) 
describes itself as an independent, non-governmental 
organization, yet it has a very close relationship with 
governmental bodies. ISo membership is made up of 
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national standardization bodies (one per country). these 
bodies may be governmental (e.g. being divisions 
of government departments), non-governmental 
(private organizations) or quasi-governmental (with 
a government mandate and a private organizational 
structure). In developing countries, it is typical for 
the ISo national member to be a State entity.

Irrespective of the legal status or level of State 
recognition of different standardization bodies, 
governments may have different roles in the 
development and approval of standards.

Standards development is typically carried out by 
standards committees assisted by technical working 
groups. these committees and working groups are 
made up of suitably qualified representatives from 
private corporations, research institutes, public 
authorities, consumer groups or professional bodies.

Issues arise in relation to the role of government and 
government representatives in approving standards, 
nominating (or limiting) the participation of non-
governmental representatives in standards development 
committees or working groups and participating in 
standards development. common tensions are whether 
governmental representatives have a unique role in 
representing the interests of all citizens of their country 
and should therefore be responsible for approving 
any national standard, whether they should focus on 
ensuring that the process is fair and whether public 
authority representatives should be treated the same 
way as other stakeholders, bringing expertise to the 
table but having no special authority beyond that.

Governments have sometimes been wary of appearing 
to endorse the use of voluntary sustainability 
standards by taking part in their development. 
even supportive governments may consider it 
appropriate to emphasize the voluntary, private-
sector nature of such standards by not taking part. 
Similarly, private sector schemes may consider 
that it is safer not to risk compromising their clear 
independence of specific national governments by 
excluding formal government representation.

In some cases, both government and non-
government perspectives prefer the absence 
of government participation in the standards 
development process. the non-governmental nature 
of the process makes it quicker, makes it possible 
to reach agreement without compromising formal 
governmental positions, and avoids the possibility 

of political vetoes. non-governmental standards 
may allow the private sector to make progress, 
in line with the principles of free trade, on issues 
where intergovernmental processes have stalled.

When government representatives do take part 
in international standards development, they 
can find themselves in an awkward position. In 
intergovernmental processes, the role of government 
representatives is to represent a government 
position. there will be an established mandate for 
negotiation, all governments will have the opportunity 
to participate, and agreements are binding on ratifying 
governments. In the non-governmental context 
of developing a voluntary standard, government 
representatives will typically be negotiating with non-
government stakeholders, and it is unlikely that all 
countries will be represented. It is not clear whether 
such forums are appropriate for formal government 
representation, and there may be concern that any 
compromise, even in this non-governmental sphere 
of influence, would undermine the government’s 
formal position in related intergovernmental 
negotiations or even in international law.

conversely, governments (or government departments) 
are often major stakeholders with a direct interest in and 
expertise on the subject of discussion. For example, in 
the case of sustainable forest management standards, 
governments are often the principal landowner and 
the principal forest management organization in a 
country. When governments also have a regulatory role 
in relation to the subject matter of the standard under 
development (for example in relation to sustainable 
fisheries management or forest management), State 
bodies may consider that discussion of even voluntary 
standards should be the exclusive role of the State.

there is no consensus as to the best 
way to navigate these issues.

GoVerNmeNtS’ uSe oF VoluNtAry 
SuStAiNAbility StANdArdS
As noted in section 3 (Voluntary sustainability 
standards and international trade), the tBt agreement 
defines a standard as being a voluntary instrument, 
irrespective of the statutory nature of the body 
that develops it. however, as noted in the previous 
chapter this distinction can be blurred in practice 
as governments reference or incorporate voluntary 
sustainability standards within statutory regulations.
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Intergovernmental processes may also reference private 
voluntary standards in some circumstances. the tBt 
agreement explicitly references ISo and defers to a set 
of definitions developed by ISO in relation to standards 
development (with some specific exceptions). The 
Johannesburg Declaration references both ISo and the 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), a non-governmental 
organization that was subsequently recognized by 
the un as a uneP-collaborating organization.

In 2009, the ISeaL alliance published a series of ten 
case studies describing a range of governmental uses 
of voluntary sustainability standards. applications 
included their use as a basis for tax relief or financial 
support, for the provision of technical assistance or 
training, to meet technical requirements for forest 
concession allocation, and to demonstrate compliance 
with government procurement requirements.

Specific examples included:

 � The recognition of independently certified 
conformity with voluntary sustainability standards 
as evidence of conformity with key aspects of 
government forest management regulations (Bolivia, 
Guatemala).

 � The recognition of independently certified 
conformity with voluntary sustainability standards 
as evidence that imported products did not threaten 
endangered species in their country of origin 
(products exported to Israel).

 � Support for voluntary sustainability standards 
promoting sustainable agricultural production for 
export (Kenya).

 � the development of national organic standards 
building on private voluntary organic agriculture 
standards (rwanda, tunisia).

 �  The recognition of independently certified 
conformity with voluntary sustainability standards 

as evidence that imported products (including 
timber and coffee from developing countries) meet 
government requirements in relation to sustainability 
(UK, Netherlands, France, Germany, Sweden).

Possible concerns about the use of voluntary 
sustainability standards in technical regulations 
were discussed in detail in chapter 3: Voluntary 
sustainability standards and international 
trade, and are not repeated here.

More general concerns relate to issues of extra-
territoriality when national rather than international 
standards are used, lack of clarity when standards are 
modified or used only in part, inconsistent (or missing) 
referencing, and a lack of clarity around equivalence.

WhAt iS the role oF GoVerNmeNt 
iN VoluNtAry SuStAiNAbility 
StANdArdS SyStemS?
to date, governmental and intergovernmental 
bodies have mostly accepted the existence and 
potential usefulness of voluntary sustainability 
standards in contributing to public policy objectives. 
equally, non-governmental developers and owners 
of voluntary sustainability standards have mostly 
recognized the critical importance and unique 
roles and responsibilities of government.

however, as voluntary sustainability standards have 
become increasingly mainstream, the potential for 
tension between non-governmental schemes and 
the roles of government in defining sustainability 
requirements within their territories has grown.

at the same time, the complexity of the issues raised is 
becoming increasingly recognized. Voluntary schemes 
may run the risk of undermining the proper roles of 
government. Governmental and non-governmental 
approaches run the risk of competing or interfering 
with each other, duplicating costs and each making 
the other less effective. and opportunities to maximize 
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impact and reduce costs by combining governmental 
and non-governmental efforts within an effective, 
mutually supportive enabling environment may be lost.

one of unFSS’s main objectives is to identify 
ways in which voluntary sustainability standards 
can support government policy objectives for 
sustainable development. consideration of these 
issues is likely to be central to its work.

coNcluSioN
this chapter has brought together many of the 
issues that have been raised in earlier chapters, 
and asks what the appropriate role of government 
is in relation to the oversight, development or 
use of a tool that is, by definition, voluntary.

at one end of the spectrum, it can be argued that there 
is no special role for government. un declarations 
urge consumers to take responsibility for the impact 
of their consumption and the private sector to improve 
its social and environmental performance, clearly 
indicating a responsibility to do more than the minimum 
the law requires. While there may be concerns about 
standards proliferation or the quality or effectiveness 
of particular standards, that does not indicate the 
need for government involvement any more than the 
proliferation of brands of shampoo indicates a need for 
government intervention in the hair products industry. 
Standardizing bodies will experiment, innovate, 
diversify, make mistakes and learn. Producers in 
developing and developed countries will adapt and 
respond, just as they do to other market requirements.

this does not mean that there is no role for government 
at all. Government always has a role in ensuring that the 
rule of law is implemented. Governments in developed 
and developing countries will continue to set the 
minimum legal standards that must always be complied 
with, and will continue to enforce those standards. 
Governments will continue to implement rules for trade 
descriptions, truthful advertising and related issues.

at the other end of the spectrum are arguments 
for intervention: to require, regulate, constrain or 
prohibit the development or uptake of voluntary 
sustainability standards. according to these 
arguments, the development and use of voluntary 
sustainability standards is a special case, raising 
special issues that lie within the domain of 
government rather than the private sector.

Between these boundaries, there is a broad range 
of intermediate options: if voluntary sustainability 

standards support government policy objectives, should 
governments support or promote their use, for example 
through fiscal or other incentives? Should governments 
make more use of voluntary sustainability standards 
for government procurement? If some voluntary 
sustainability standards are more effective than others, 
which ones should governments support (and who 
should determine which ones are more effective, and 
on the basis of what criteria)? Should governments 
take part in the development of voluntary sustainability 
standards? What are the implications of government 
intervention? could the very fact of government 
involvement make it more likely, rather than less likely, 
that voluntary sustainability standards are used as 
(or appear to become) technical barriers to trade?

there are no clear answers to these questions. 
Perhaps the only thing that is clear at this point 
is the need for well-informed discussion.
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iNtroductioN
conformity assessment is the process used 
to show that a product, service or system 
meets certain requirements, such as those laid 
out in voluntary sustainability standards.

conformity assessment may:

 � demonstrate that an organization’s internal targets 
or policies are being implemented.

 � Support claims made to consumers or the general 
public.

 �  help demonstrate to regulators that environmental 
or social conditions are being met.

 �  Demonstrate that contractual specifications of a 
customer have been met.

this section covers the basic terminology of conformity 
assessment and considers some of the organizational 
approaches commonly used for assessing 
conformity to voluntary sustainability standards.

termiNoloGy
a range of different models of conformity assessment 
has been developed and defined, with elements 
including ‘certification’, ‘inspection’, and ‘testing’. A 
range of more ‘bottom up’ approaches have also been 
developed under the umbrella term of ‘participatory 
guarantee systems’, in which producers, training 
organizations, buyers and consumers work together 
to ensure the overall integrity of a standards system. 
However, certification is probably the best-known form 
of conformity assessment in the context of voluntary 
sustainability standards, and is the focus of this chapter.

In the case of certification, an independent body 
provides written assurance (a certificate) that the 
product, service or system in question meets 

the requirements of the specified standard. 
Certification is also known as third-party conformity 
assessment. an organization that issues a 
certificate is known as a certification body.

People often refer to third-party certification or 
inspection. In trade, the first party provides a product 
or service. the second party buys or commissions 
the product or service from the first party. A third 
party is independent of both first and second parties. 
It should be noted that conformity assessment may 
be carried out by first parties (i.e. self-declarations) 
or second parties (e.g. buyer audits), but that in 
ISO terminology, a certification body must by 
definition always be a third-party organization. 

Certification bodies are generally private 
organizations, for-profit or not-for-profit. They may 
operate nationally or internationally and may issue 
certificates of conformity with a variety of standards 
or specialize in specific certification schemes.

accreditation is the process by which an 
independent organization evaluates and monitors 
the performance of certification bodies to ensure 
that they are competent to issue certificates of 
compliance with specified standards. An organization 
that does this is an accreditation body.

accreditation may or may not be a legal or 
market requirement for certification bodies, 
and it cannot be assumed that certification 
bodies have always been accredited.

Certification bodies are accredited to issue certificates 
for a specified scope, which may be limited in terms of 
the geographical territory covered by the accreditation 
or in terms of the specific standards or types of 
standards that are covered by the accreditation.

accreditation bodies may be private organizations but 
are often national government bodies. Some countries 
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(including, since 2008, the countries of the european 
Union) define accreditation as a function that can only 
be provided within their territory by a single body, 
nominated for this purpose by the national government.

orGANiZAtioNAl oPtioNS
conformity assessment for voluntary 
sustainability standards may follow a range of 
different models. the owner of the standards 
scheme specifies the model it adopts.

Figure 1 shows the main elements of the most 
common third-party certification models. Elements 
with continuous outlines are common to all 
models, and elements with dashed outlines are 
adopted only by some models. audits do not have 
to follow these models, however, and different 
models are often applied in a social audit.

a challenge for all international voluntary 
sustainability standard schemes is to provide, at a 
reasonable cost, a uniformly high level of assurance 
that standards have been met worldwide.

Where international accreditation is required, as in 
the case of international standards schemes, it may 
be provided by a single accreditation body with 
an international scope or through multiple national 
accreditations specific to each country in which the 
scheme operates, supplemented by mutual recognition 
of different countries’ accreditations where applicable. 
an organization called the International accreditation 
Forum (IaF) operates a mutual recognition system to 
facilitate this for national accreditation bodies, but 
it is not open to participation by the private sector 
international accreditation bodies that oversee 
many voluntary sustainability standards schemes.

Broadly speaking, where voluntary sustainability 
standard schemes make use of third-party 
certification and accreditation, they adopt one 
of the following models (though each model 
is subject to a number of variations):

a. Certification is provided by a single certification 
body, established by the scheme owner for 
the specific and exclusive purpose of issuing 
certificates of conformity with the scheme’s 
standards, worldwide. The certification body may 
be accredited by one international accreditation 
body or multiple national accreditation bodies.

B. Certification is provided by multiple, independent 
certification bodies each of which is accredited to 
prove its competence.

a. the scheme owner may establish its own, 
specialist accreditation body to provide an 
international accreditation function.

b. the scheme owner may contract an existing 
international accreditation body to provide an 
accreditation function on its behalf.

c. the scheme owner may specify general 
accreditation requirements that may be applied 
by multiple national accreditation bodies in each 
territory in which the certification body operates.

Where voluntary sustainability programmes 
make use of accreditation by multiple national 
accreditation bodies, they may specify additional 
requirements specific to their own scheme and assess 
compliance with these requirements themselves 
in order to ensure international consistency.

additional arrangements may be also made 
to allow certificate holders to make claims, 
often accompanied by the right to use a logo 
or label licensed by the scheme owner.

the International Standardization organization 
(ISo) differs from most bodies that develop 
voluntary sustainability standards in that it has 
no role in overseeing or assuring the quality of 
implementation of its standards and does not 
license any logos or marks of conformity.

ISo has developed widely used standards for the 
operation of accreditation bodies (ISo 17011) and 
certification bodies (ISO 17021 and ISO 17065), 
but leaves it to the market (or to public bodies) to 
determine whether third-party certification is required 
and, if so, by what means. In practice, this means 
that certificates of conformity with ISO standards 
are generally issued by certification bodies that 
are accredited by the national accreditation body 
of the country in which the certificate is issued.

The ISEAL Alliance has developed a Code of Good 
Practice that provides supplementary guidance 
for the application of ISo standards 17011, 17021 
and 17065 in providing assurance of conformity 
with voluntary sustainability standards.
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coNcluSioN
In many situations, it is useful to be able to demonstrate 
that the requirements of a standard have been met. 
Well-established methodologies and organizational 
arrangements to achieve this are covered by a range 
of ISo conformity assessment standards. conformity 
assessment for voluntary sustainability standards 
follows the same principles as conformity assessment in 
general, but is subject to debate in a number of areas.

 �  there is debate as to whether additional techniques 
or requirements that are not well-addressed in 
ISo conformity assessment standards should 
be obligatory for assessment of conformity with 
voluntary sustainability standards.

 �  there is debate as to whether it is better for bodies 
providing certification of conformity with voluntary 
sustainability standards to be closely associated 
with the standard’s owner, or to be independent of 
the standard’s owner.

 �  there is debate as to whether conformity 
assessment for international voluntary sustainability 
standard schemes is more effectively overseen by 
national accreditation bodies in each participating 
country, or by international accreditation bodies that 
are responsible for the same scheme on a global 
basis.

 �  there is concern about the costs of conformity 
assessment when it is required for small enterprises 
in developing countries, and debate as to whether 
an acceptable guarantee of conformity can be 
achieved through other, cheaper mechanisms.

reFereNceS ANd Further reAdiNG
ISEAL Code of Good Practice for assuring 
compliance with social and environmental 
standards v1.0 (ISeaL alliance, 2012)

ISEAL Code of Good Practice for setting social and 
environmental standards v5.0 (ISeaL alliance, 2010)

ISO/IEC 17011: conformity assessment – general 
requirements for accreditation bodies accrediting 
conformity assessment bodies (2004)

ISO/IEC 17020: general criteria for the operation of 
various types of bodies performing inspection (1998)

ISO/IEC 17021: conformity assessment – 
requirements for bodies providing audit and 
certification of management systems (2011)

ISO/IEC 17024: conformity assessment – 
general requirements for bodies operating 
certification of persons (2003)

ISO/IEC 17065: conformity assessment – requirements for 
bodies certifying products, processes and services (2012)

ISO/IEC 17067: conformity assessment – fundamentals 
of product certification and guidelines for product 
certification schemes (in development)

Scheme ownership
• Define objectives
• Define standards
• Define overall verification model
• Specify

• accreditation requirements 
(if any)

• certification requirements
• auditor requirements

• May have a role in conformity 
assessment and/or maintain an 
overall responsibility for quality 
control

Accreditation
Accreditation body/bodies

Certification
Certification body/

bodies issue certificates

Personnel registration
Certification body/ 

bodies

Third-party audit
Auditors assess conformity with standards

First-party controls
Site managers ensure requirements are met

(delegates 
authority)

(delegates 
authority)

(specifies 
standards)

Assess competence

Claim conformity 
with standardsFigure 1: Common elements of conformity assessment
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iNtroductioN
In the context of voluntary sustainability 
standards, traceability refers to the ability to trace 
products or their constituent elements as they 
move through successive stages of a supply 
chain: from production, through processing, 
manufacturing and distribution to an end user.

an effective traceability system allows relevant 
parties to claim that an end product was produced in 
compliance with a sustainability standard, or contains 
material produced in compliance with that standard.

traceability may be required for reasons other than 
promoting sustainability. Food products are commonly 
required to meet standards in relation to their origin. 
traceability may be required as an element of a food 
safety management system, as it allows problems to 
be isolated and addressed when they arise, rather 
than risking the withdrawal of every possible supplier 
for a complete supply chain. the european union 
regulation ec 178/2002, for example, requires imported 
food to be traceable through a ‘one step back, one 
step forward’ approach. With this approach, each 
business in the supply chain must know its immediate 
customers and its immediate suppliers. traceability 
systems can also be designed to avoid unintended 
or undesired mixing of similar materials: for example, 
similar fish species or similar timbers in a final product.

Standards designed to support traceability are 
sometimes referred to as “chain of custody 
standards”. chain of custody standards specify the 
administrative, physical and documentary systems 
that organizations must put into place to identify and 
control material as it passes along the supply chain.

this section explores some of the reasons 
for implementing traceability systems, and 
their challenges and alternatives.

trAceAbility, SuStAiNAbility ANd 
clAimS
For final consumers, there is a strong, intuitive link 
between the assurance that a product “came from” or 
“is made of material from” a sustainable source and 
the understanding that buying the product supports 
more sustainable production. For many products, this 
assurance may be essential to maintaining consumer 
confidence, and therefore necessary to the success of a 
sustainability scheme. Similarly, there is strong intuitive 
support for an organization that physically sources its 
own material from a sustainably managed source.

In some cases, physical traceability may be required 
to exclude material from a supply chain: for example, 
to exclude illegally harvested timber from wood 
products, or minerals originating from ‘conflict’ 
areas from mineral and metal supply chains. In 
these cases the intent is both to reassure customers 
buying legitimate products, and to reduce demand 
for products from illegal (or unverified) sources.

traceability may add value for organizations in 
the supply chain for a variety of reasons:

 �  traceability may protect or enhance the reputation 
of organizations by allowing them to avoid 
controversies related to environmental or social 
impacts associated with their use of raw materials, 
or with the manufacture of their products.

 �  traceability may allow organizations to promote 
particular products or brands as environmentally or 
socially friendly, helping to build or protect market 
share, and in some cases allowing them to charge a 
premium.

 � traceability may simply be incorporated in response 
to downstream customers’ specifications, allowing 
producing, processing or manufacturing businesses 
to continue to compete for contracts.

 
 
11. trACeABILItY And CLAIMs
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If the claim that a product contains sustainably 
produced material or was manufactured using more 
sustainable processes increases its value in a way 
that benefits its producers or manufacturers, they 
will have an incentive to implement sustainability 
standards. this is how traceability contributes to 
sustainability objectives. however, it is worth noting 
that traceability itself does not affect the social 
or environmental impact of the end product.

Whilst traceability is intuitively attractive, traceability 
per se may not be necessary for a sustainability 
standard to be adopted by producers and so to 
promote more sustainable production processes. In 
fact, traceability requirements can be an obstacle 
to uptake, because they can be costly to implement 
and in consequence make sustainable products more 
expensive than they would otherwise need to be.

If consumers or other bodies are prepared to 
reward producers who implement sustainable 
production processes directly, rather than 
through the mechanism of traceability, traceability 
costs would be eliminated and the rewards for 
producers would be potentially greater.

‘PerceNtAGe-bASed’ clAimS
early traceability systems were designed to ensure 
that products that were sold as certified were, in fact, 
certified. For example, to ensure that a potato that was 
sold as “organically produced” was in fact organically 
produced. In these cases the final product is either from 
a certified source, or it is not. Claims are ‘all or nothing’.

over time, traceability systems evolved to support 
claims about the certification status of ingredients 
within composite products (e.g. which of the 
ingredients of a candy bar were organic), or about 
the percentage of certified material within a product 
(e.g. what percentage of the fibre within a paper 
product came from certified plantations).

In both these cases, one should carefully consider de 
minimis rules and statistical variations. a de minimis rule 
specifies the minimum level of contamination that is 
considered acceptable while making a certain claim. a 
system may allow up to a certain predefined percentage 
of the material in a product to be from unknown sources 
without this destroying claims based on traceability. 
Without such a defined level of tolerance, the possibility 
of contamination could jeopardize the integrity of 
the whole system and increase costs dramatically.

Statistical variation is the result of imperfect mixing 
of material in the supply chain over time, or during 
processing. on average, 50% of the material provided 
by a supplier may be from certified sources, but 
the actual percentage in a given delivery might vary 
from 0% to 100%. It is not possible to claim that 
the end product “contains 50% certified material” 
unless this kind of variation has been controlled.

SyStemS Not reQuiriNG PhySicAl 
trAceAbility
Maintaining physical traceability can be expensive 
(even prohibitively expensive), especially when 
both certified and non-certified material is being 
produced or processed in the same unit. 

costs drop dramatically if a complete unit can be 
converted to processing certified material exclusively. 
However, this requires that non-certified producers 
are entirely excluded from the supply chain, which 
may raise questions of social equity in relation to 
small-scale or otherwise disadvantaged producers.

In order to make claims based on traceability at the 
consumer end of a supply chain, effective traceability 
systems have to be in place along the complete 
supply chain. With the spread of globalized trading 
systems, such chains can be long and complex. 
ensuring the integrity of the complete chain can be 
challenging. Problems include bottlenecks when a 
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new system is being put into place, delay between the 
moment that a producer is certified and the moment 
the certified product reaches the consumer, and 
problems if a link in the chain breaks, compromising 
all the downstream traders that depend on that link.

In response to these kinds of challenges the concept 
of the chain of custody has been extended to include 
systems which allow sustainability claims to be made in 
association with end products without requiring physical 
traceability to sustainably produced raw materials.

Book & Claim systems allow end users to make 
quantitative claims about the production of 
certified material, without the certified material 
being a physical part of the end user’s product. 
an example of such a system is green electricity, 
but the same concept has been applied to 
other products such as soy and palm oil.

Mass Balance systems also decouple the 
claim from the physical content of the product, 
but require claims to be traded and balanced 
at each link along the supply chain.

these types of systems are designed to deliver value 
for producers and end users without the need to 
maintain full physical traceability along the supply chain.

coNcluSioN
Voluntary sustainability standards are often used 
in conjunction with traceability requirements, 
so that product manufacturers and retailers can 
make claims to consumers about the social or 
environmental impacts associated with production. 

claims based on physical traceability are intuitively 
clear and convincing. however, providing full, 
physical traceability from primary production 
to the final point of sale to a consumer can be 
technically challenging and expensive. 

Book and claim and Mass Balance systems 
create an association between the sale of a final 
product and the implementation of a voluntary 
sustainability standard for the production of raw 
material, without requiring physical traceability. 

Whether physical traceability is required or not 
depends on consumer expectations, and on the 
claims that retailers want to make to the consumer.
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