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History and purpose of Strategy Guide  

• Guide commissioned by the Trade Standards 
Practitioners Network TSPN (IIED and Aidenvironment) 

• Aim “To support informed decision making related to 
markets where voluntary sustainability standards are or 
will be present, as part of national development goals” 

• Focus on agrifood sector 

• Presented to TSPN Members Meeting, Bern, November 
2010 as a Framework for Developing a National Strategy 
on Voluntary Sustainability Standards. Work in progress! 

Aligning external (private) market governance 
instruments to national (public) sustainable 
development objectives 
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Starting point 

• Voluntary sustainability standards (VSS) are market drivers 
that are here to stay 

• VSS have become more diverse and pervasive 

• VSS are features of export markets and also increasingly 
associated with the formal part of domestic markets in 
developing and emerging economies, and also “S-S” trade 

• VSS can be a tool and catalyst for sustainable development 
and a means for countries to reposition themselves in 
competitive global markets 

• But if implementation is poorly managed and disconnected 
from national sustainable development policies, investment in 
a VSS strategy can be an inefficient use of public resources 

→ Present a big challenge to policy makers 



Challenge to policy makers: 
Tough choices in allocation of scarce resources 

Benefits 
• Align private actions 

with national SD strategy 
• Pull in private sector 

technical support – 
reach places that policy 
does not 

• National competitive 
advantage and 
reputation 

• Productivity and product 
quality 

• Positive spillovers 
(exports, jobs, 
innovation..) 

• Environment.. 
 
 

Challenges 

• Mixture of public and private goods 

• Governments may have been bypassed in the 
standards design process (RSPO…) 

• Governments may feel hostage to an external 
agenda set by a Northern elite – risk of boycott (eg 
soy), at odds with national SD priorities, threat to 
national sovereignty, threat to standards reached 
through intergovernmental processes, threat to free 
trade 

• Or lobbied /coerced by exporters, producer 
federations, donors… when not warranted in terms 
of market demand 

• VSS can be oversold as stand-alone tools for SD, 
unrealistic expectations of ability to resolve complex 
NR challenges 



Voluntary sustainability standards in the context of 
legal requirements and mandatory standards 

Legal Requirements 

Enable to produce  Government has to 
ensure a legal frame 

  

    

Mandatory standards 

Enable to export Food safety CODEX 

    

Pre-competitive private standards 

Passport to trade 
with big brands 

Food Safety + Imposed over and above 
CODEX standards, eg 

GLOBALGAP,  
SQF 1000 

  Private sustainability 
standards 

  

Access to high value 
markets, certified 

commodity chains. 
Market 

differentiators 

Social, environmental 
issues 

Commodity standards eg 
RSPO 

Rainforest Alliance etc  



The major voluntary sustainability 
standards 

  Business to 
Business 

Consumer label 

Niche standards SA8000 Organic 

Fairtrade 

Meta-standards for good 
agricultural practice (GAP) 

GLOBALGAP Rainforest Alliance 

  Utz Certified 

Commodity-specific standards RSPO 

RTRS 

MSC 

Individual company standards WM Sustainability Index 

           Tesco Nurture 



Sustainability standards are not an 
extension of food safety standards 

Food safety 

• VSS as private delivery 
mechanisms for public 
regulation 

• Closely attuned to 
regulatory requirements of 
importing countries (with 
“sustainability” wrapped 
around food safety core) 

• Industry harmonisation and 
convergence 

Sustainability 

• VSS differentiators for food 
brands and retailers 
responding to consumers 
(as extension of product 
quality) and investors 

• Contested ground – ahead 
of public regulation 

• Proliferation, instability 
(there is no CODEX for 
sustainability..) 



Strategy Guide for Policy Makers 
Policy cycle 
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2 

3 

4 

Focus of the 
guide is here 



Agenda setting 

• Informed by 3 scans of the market, standards, and institutions + policies 
(compared to alternative policy options, such as promotion of domestic 
markets) 

→ Market and production scan 

– National potential to supply export market 

→ Scan of standards 

– Current and likely future VSS in market 

– Costs and barriers presented by VSS to local producers 

– Production-level benefits (productivity, natural resources..) 

– Ability to support national SD goals 

→ Institutional scan 

– Actual and potential institutional support to implement VSS, and gaps 
(a recognised competent framework of supporting bodies should be in 
place before considering VSS implementation) 
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Policy formulation 

• Identifies legitimate areas of public investment and policy instruments, to 
leverage institutions, regulations and resources, to meet national policy 
objectives 

→ Infrastructure 

→ Capacity building 
− Training and support services 

− Assistance to group formation 

→ Incentives 
− Preferential interventions for small-scale farmers eg subsidised certification, 

access to inputs and services, access to public procurement.. 

→ Influencing the VSS 
– Support participation of smallholders in process 

– Promoting smallholders-specific elements in standards and certification, cost 
reduction 

– Promotion of nationally adapted standards or stepping-stone standards 

– Investment in a local certifier 

– Advocacy for harmonised reporting and impact assessment 
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Policy formulation 
Figure 5. Policy formulation based on market and institution scans

Do the chosen 
standards have 
the support of 

the relevant 
national 

governmental 
ministers and 

departments ?

Market

What interest is 
there within 
the sector 

supply chain for 
the chosen 
standards

What ability do 
producers have 

to bear costs 
and overcome 

barriers to 
adoption

What external 
support 

requirements 
for the chosen 
standards are 

present

POTENTIAL to 
prioritise choices 

based on a 
balanced 

scorecard of 
outcomes

Production Institutions

High

Moderate

Low

High

Moderate

Low

High

Moderate

Low

Defined 
timeframe of 

market interest 
and the time 
required for 

implementation

Time Frame

High

Moderate

Low

Design a time bound VSS policy

Design and 
promote 
national 

policies that 
support the 

chosen 
standards plan

Agree the strategic national plan with identified external and internal 
partners
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Decision making 

• Transparent decision-making criteria  

– including costs, expected outcomes (defence of 
market position, export promotion, rural 
livelihoods, environment..) 

– To communicate to stakeholders 

• Assess SD implications of different options 

– Eg through cost-benefit analysis 
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Implementation: general principles 

• Likely begin with pilot projects  
– to demonstrate the feasibility of different interventions at the 

producer, market and policy level 

• Minimize implementation challenges  
– by agenda setting and scanning as a multi-stakeholder process, 

reconciling the interests of different stakeholders, by building 
supportive constituencies in relevant organizations throughout 
the process, by insisting on policy coherence (there may be up 
to 50 government bodies dealing with standards at any one 
time), and by setting SMART policy objectives 

• Manage stakeholder dynamics 
– Especially important to guard the interests of producers because 

of their crucial role in farm-level standard adoption 
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Evaluation 

• Specify the scope and criteria of evaluation 
and link to policy objectives 

• Conduct Participatory Monitoring and 
Evaluation 

• Ensure policy learning 
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What else should go into a strategy 
guide..? 



Certification and value-chain approaches will not reach 
the majority of producers under current conditions 

Source: IDH 



Kenya: 
• Collective 

ownership of 
processing 
factories 

• Training & 
access to inputs 

• Quality of 
plucking 

• Pricing systems 
and 
government 
regulation  

Market structure and governance sets the terms 
for ‘sustainability’ and benefit sharing 

Example of Kenyan tea 
Source: The economics of sustainability by David Knopp & James Foster Wood 

Family Trust and Gatsby Trust 
 
 
 
 



Market structure and governance sets the terms 
for ‘sustainability’ and benefit sharing  

Example of Colombian coffee 

• Collective savings for 
advancing competitiveness 
and investment in public 
goods 

• Purchase Guarantee (88%) 
• Knowledge Generation and 

Transfer 
• Promotion and Advertising 
• Production and Productivity  
• Quality Control 
• Social Investment 



The importance of horizontal (sectoral) 
approaches 

Horizontal sectoral approaches 

• Raise the performance of 
the sector as a whole 
(quality, share of benefits, 
including remote areas) 

• Social outcomes may be 
best achieved indirectly  

• Difficult to sustain in 
liberalised economy 

Vertical chain-based approaches  

• Seen as essential for 
consumer recognition 

• Raise islands of success 

• May undermine horizontal 
approaches 

• If there are no 
yield/productivity 
improvements then models 
built on premiums are 
unsustainable 

 



Working at the right end of the standards 
spectrum (Jaffee et al, 2011) 

“Thus .. a proportion of donor activity in this space seems to have 
centred on the wrong end of the standards spectrum. .. Meeting high-
end supermarket standards was deemed to be necessary for African 
smallholders (to remain engaged in export-oriented production), while 
adopting one or another social standard has been cast as an 
opportunity to reposition smallholders in global supply chains, to their 
benefit.  

[L]ess emphasis has been placed on the early and middle levels in the 
standards spectrum, associated with nearer or more mainstream 
markets, more incremental and less visible upgrades, amenable to local 
solutions and South-South technical advice, yielding benefits for local 
consumers, and having greater potential for long-term sustainability. 
Unless this imbalance is addressed, standards-related initiatives will 
remain marginal to the broader challenges of promoting agricultural 
commercialization and rural development in SSA. 



Thank you 

bill.vorley@iied.org 


