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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, the environmental impacts of 
production, community relations, land use planning and 
others. 

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 cooperatives, small-scale farmers or 
artisanal miners. 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, from the extraction of 
raw materials to a product’s final disposal. Some 
identify and promote ‘best practice’, some support 
continuous improvement and others aim to combine 
both approaches. 

Voluntary sustainability standards may be developed by 
individual businesses, business associations, 
environmental or social NGOs or governments, or 
through multi-stakeholder initiatives that attempt to 
balance the interests of a range of interested parties 
and stakeholders. 

Some have achieved a substantial level of consumer 
recognition and private sector take-up 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 from developing countries frequently 
express concern about the lack of credible information 
about standards, the considerable compliance costs, 
the risk of marginalization of small-scale producers, the 
lack of harmonization and equivalence, resulting in the 
need to comply with multiple standards for a single 
product, and the lack of transparent governance. 

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. 

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

The work has two parts: 

Part One, presented in this document,is an overview of 
policy issues. It starts by framing the discussion of 
voluntary sustainability standards in relation to 
sustainable development as defined through 
agreements of the United Nations General Assembly. It 
then covers a range of issues and concerns about 
voluntary sustainability standards in the light of these 
agreements, from definitions to a discussion of the 
implications of standards for international trade, 
development 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 is 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. In doing so, they will help to ensure that 
voluntary sustainability standards achieve their potential 
to contribute to sustainable development in the coming 
years. 

INTRODUCTION 
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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 for developing countries to 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 “One UN” 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 influence concerned 
stakeholders. 

ABOUT THIS DOCUMENT 

This document was written for UNFSS by Matthew 
Wenban-Smith of OneWorldStandards Ltd. 

Editing and design: Wiebke Herding, Maartje Gorte and 
Michelle Doust for ON:SUBJECT Communications.  

ABOUT THE UN FORUM ON SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS (UNFSS) 
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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 intent is not to provide definitive answers to the 
concerns raised, but rather to identify and clarify 
questions and issues and create a common platform 
from which solutions may subsequently be developed. 
Each issue is introduced and briefly discussed. Where 
possible, further resources are given as a starting point 
for further investigation. 

To frame the discussion, Section 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. 

Sections 2, 3 and 4 then consider the 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 
UNFSS, it is useful to be aware of the diversity to be 
able to consider the possible implications of the 
differences. 

Sections 5 to 7 focus on common concerns about 
voluntary sustainability standards. Section 5 introduces 
the high-level question whether these standards should 
generally be thought of as barriers to sustainable 
development or as opportunities for sustainable 
development. The discussion is framed by considering 
free trade and international trade law and by 
researching the actual impacts of voluntary 
sustainability standards. 

This introduction is followed by two sections that look in 
more detail at some of the supposed benefits of 
voluntary sustainability standards. Section 6 looks at 
their potential to generate price premiums for 
producers, traders and retailers, and so generate 
economic benefits. Section 7 looks at the potential to 
drive social and environmental improvements. 

Section 8 considers the question of the proliferation of 
voluntary sustainability standards: a major concern that 

is often thought of as interfering with the efficiency and 
effectiveness in delivering their potential economic, 
social and environmental benefits. 

Section 9 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? 

Section 10 returns to the fundamental issue of 
governance. In Section 1, intergovernmental 
agreements framed the discussion of voluntary 
sustainability standards. These agreements, by their 
nature, focus on the roles and responsibilities of 
government. But voluntary sustainability standards are 
primarily non-governmental instruments. What are the 
implications for government and governance as these 
instruments become increasingly widespread? What 
happens if they start influencing social and 
environmental outcomes that are of fundamental 
interest to the State? 

Finally, two more technical issues have been included 
in an appendix.  The first section of the appendix looks 
at conformity assessment: the mechanism for deciding 
whether a product, site or organization has 
implemented a standard adequately. The second 
section 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 can be implemented. The appendix 
describes these models and discusses their 
implications. 

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 will be omitted, and that the 
discussion of issues becomes simplified. It is hoped, 
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.  

POLICY ISSUES 
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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 the 
fundamental principles that need to be implemented to 
achieve sustainable development. It identifies 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 costs.  

This section introduces the 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 fundamental 
proposal that environmental protection and economic 
development are 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.) 

• 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). 

1. VOLUNTARY SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS AND UN DECLARATIONS ON 
SUSTAINABILITY 
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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 fundamental 
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 Two: International Cooperation to 
Accelerate Sustainable Development in 
Developing Countries and Related Domestic 
Policies 

• Chapter Four: Changing Consumption Patterns 
• Chapter Eight: Integrating Environment and 

Development in Decision-Making 

CHAPTER TWO: INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION 
TO ACCELERATE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES AND RELATED 
DOMESTIC POLICIES 

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

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 
policies for commodities: ensuring that pricing reflects 
environmental, social and resource costs, and that 
occupational health and safety and the environmental 
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.” 

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 to integrate pest management and 

agriculture. 
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• The need to protect forests and for sustainable 
forest management. 

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” should be taken into 
account. Thus, while recommending that pricing should 
reflect social and environmental costs, 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. But there can be no equal international 
trade standards when standards of sustainability vary 
between countries. When are standards too low, so 
they undermine basic human rights or contradict 
sustainability objectives? When they are too high, so 
they impose ‘unwarranted social and economic costs’? 

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.” 

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

CHAPTER FOUR: CHANGING CONSUMPTION 
PATTERNS 

Chapter Four 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.”  

While Chapter 2 emphasizes that lower social and 
environmental standards may be appropriate for 
developing countries, Chapter 4 implies that low 
standards may be “unduly hazardous to the 
environment, inefficient and wasteful” and emphasizes 
the link between low standards and 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: 
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“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 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.” 

CHAPTER EIGHT: INTEGRATING ENVIRONMENT 
AND DEVELOPMENT IN DECISION-MAKING 

Finally, Chapter Eight 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, particularly 
developing countries have been affected by 
shortcomings of laws and regulations. This raises the 
question of what is appropriate for the private sector 
and consumers buying products from countries in which 
an effective national legal and regulatory framework to 
internalize environmental costs 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 
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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.” 

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 
some of key themes of the Rio Declaration and Agenda 
21 as means to 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.”  

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”.  

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 
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OECD countries’ agriculture 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.” 

But the Johannesburg Declaration marks a departure 
from the earlier declarations in that it 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.” 

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 
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; and 

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 
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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) 

The UN Conference on Sustainable Development took 
place in Rio in June 2012, twenty years after the UN 
Conference on the Environment and Development, and 
adopted a wide-reaching resolution entitled The Future 
We Want. 

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 wide 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 unfair barriers to trade with 
developing countries. 

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

The following sections of this report try to build a shared 
understanding of issues and concerns in order to 
achieve this objective. 
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INTRODUCTION 

United Nations declarations on sustainable 
development from the Rio Declaration onwards have 
emphasized the importance of an “open, equitable, 
rule-based, predictable and non-discriminatory 
multilateral trading and financial system” to the 
elimination of poverty and the promotion of sustainable 
development. 

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). 

In relation to the development, promotion and use of 
voluntary sustainability standards, the WTO has a 
critical role in ensuring 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” (from the Rio Declaration, Principle 
12). 

The WTO Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade 
(the TBT Agreement) is the key document that tries to 
ensure that regulations, standards, testing and 
certification procedures do not create unnecessary 
obstacles. 

This section considers some of the issues that arise 
when using the TBT Agreement to consider voluntary 
sustainability standards. 

WHAT IS A STANDARD? 

In day-to-day usage, the word “standard” has multiple 
meanings, all relating to the specification of qualities 
against which something may be measured or tested. 
The Johannesburg Declaration, for instance, refers 
repeatedly to the need to improve “standards of living”, 
and “social and environmental standards”.  

In discussions of international trade, however, the word 
standard has a particular technical meaning: a 
normative document that lays down rules or guidelines 
that users must follow. 

The identification of a document as a recognized 
standard, and especially as a recognized international 
standard, gives it a unique status. The use of 
international standards is presumed to be conducive to 
the promotion of international trade, in line with the 
precepts of the WTO. A trade regulation that is based 
on a relevant, recognized international standard is 
“rebuttably presumed” not to be a barrier to trade. 

Several highly significant issues arise: what the 
technical definition of an international standard is, 
whether voluntary sustainability should be recognized 
as international standards, and whether a particular 
voluntary sustainability standard is in fact a recognized 
international standard. 

THE DEFINITION OF A STANDARD 

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, the 
definition (definition 3.2) given by the International 
Standardization Organization ISO in ISO/IEC Guide 
2:2004. The ISO definition includes the specification 
that a standard must be “established by consensus”, a 
requirement absent from the TBT definition. The TBT 
Agreement Annex 1 also explains that while standards 
as defined by ISO/IEC Guide 2 may be mandatory or 
voluntary, for the purposes of the TBT Agreement 
standards are defined as voluntary only, while 
mandatory specifications are laid down in “technical 
regulations”. 

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. 

2. VOLUNTARY SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS AND INTERNATIONAL 
TRADE 
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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. 
WTO member governments are obliged to ensure that 
their governmental standardizing bodies meet this 
code. They also have to take reasonable measures to 
ensure that local governmental or non-governmental 
standardizing bodies do the same. If a standardizing 
body accepts and complies with the code, it is 
considered to be complying with the principles of the 
TBT Agreement. 

A number of other documents provide guidance on 
good practice in the development of standards, 
including ISO Guide 59 and the ISEAL Standard-
Setting Code.  

INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS 

Although the TBT Agreement refers to standards and 
standardizing bodies generically, it also refers 
specifically to the role and status of international 
standards and standardizing bodies, which have a 
special status in the context of international trade. 

Further 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”. 

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 recognised as relevant 
international standards. 

PROCESS AND PRODUCTION METHOD 
(PPM) STANDARDS 

The TBT definition of a standard refers to rules being 
laid down for “products 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 method significantly alters the products (i.e. 
whether such products are no longer 'like products’ in 
WTO parlance). 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, because the 
product is physically indistinguishable from a product 
made under different conditions. 

There is much debate 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 The distinction was one of the 
issues considered in a dispute between Mexico and the 
United States about the standards the United States 
applied to dolphin-safe tuna fishing. The issues are not 
definitively resolved. 

CONCLUSION 

International standards are clearly acknowledged in 
international trade agreements as being conducive to 
free, international trade. Government are explicitly 
encouraged to use international standards to regulate 
trade.  

From a purely legal perspective, it becomes a key issue 
whether voluntary sustainability standards can also be 
acknowledged as international standards, as 
understood in international trade agreements. 

If they can be, that changes the argument that voluntary 
sustainability standards may be technical barriers to 
trade. The argument would no longer be about whether 
voluntary sustainability standards are a technical barrier 
to trade in principle (because by definition they would 
not be) and would need to focus on whether a specific 
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voluntary sustainability standard is a legitimate 
international standard. More generally, developers of 
voluntary sustainability standards would need to focus 
on ensuring that a particular standard is recognized as 
legitimate. 

The TBT Agreement is the critical document that 
defines international standards for the purposes of 
international trade. However, the interpretation of the 
TBT Agreement’s definition of an international standard 
is not fully settled. Moreover, many voluntary 
sustainability standards are likely to be npr-PPM 
standards, and there is debate about whether npr-PPM 
standards are included in the TBT Agreement’s 
definition of standards and what the implications are if 
they are not. 

While discussion of the definition of an international 
standard can appear arcane, it remains a critically 
important issue in trade law. 

Other questions related to the definition of ‘voluntary 
sustainability standards’ are less likely to have legal 
implications, but can nevertheless be confusing. The 
following section describes different kinds of voluntary 
sustainability standards and tries to reduce the potential 
for confusion or conflict. 
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INTRODUCTION 

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. 

There are many different kinds of sustainability 
standards, and there are many claims and 
counterclaims for their relative effectiveness and their 
appropriateness in different contexts. This section 
considers the range of different ways sustainability 
standards try to achieve their objectives, and lists a 
number of distinct categories of sustainability 
standards.  It should be emphasised that the categories 
are not mutually exclusive, and that the distinctions 
between the categories are often blurred. 

GENERAL APPROACH 

Sustainability standards may: 

• Focus on a single aspect of sustainability (for 
example on greenhouse gas emissions or 
labour rights), or cover many aspects. 

• Focus on the management within one sector 
(for example forest management, farming), or 
cover multiple sectors. 

• Focus on a single phase of a product’s life 
cycle (for example its energy or water 
consumption in use) or cover the full life cycle 
impacts of a product from production to 
disposal. 

• Specify performance thresholds for particular 
characteristics, or may focus on achieving 
gradual improvement over time. 

• Be associated with public claims or labels, or 
may be intended only to meet the internal 
sustainability objectives of a company or 
organization. 

The UNFSS main focus of discussion is expected to be 
the extent to which different standards and different 
kinds of standards contribute, or could contribute, to the 
objectives of sustainable development as agreed by the 
United Nations General Assembly in relevant 

resolutions and reflected in national sustainable 
development objectives, without unduly restricting 
trade.. 

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

Below, the following broad categories of standards will 
be discussed.  

PRIVATE STANDARDS 

The term private standard is sometimes used to 
describe standards that are developed, published or 
owned by non-governmental organizations, whether 
they are for profit (businesses), non-profit or multi-
stakeholder associations. 

However, the distinction between private and 
governmental standards is often unclear. International, 
regional and national standardizing bodies may be 
governmental or non-governmental. Governmental 
standardizing bodies may also develop, publish and 
own standards on behalf of for-profit businesses, non-
profit organizations or associations. 

NATIONAL 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 in terms of the TBT 
Agreement and within the ISO system of standards 
development, they may be governmental or non-
governmental. 

INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS 

International standards are developed by international 
standardizing bodies and intended for international use. 
International standards are accorded a special role and 
status in the WTO TBT Agreement (see Section 2). As 
noted earlier, the legal definition of an international 
standard is complex and requires consideration of what 
constitutes a recognized international standardizing 
body, and the implementation of appropriate processes 

3. DIFFERENT KINDS OF SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS 
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for the development of international standards. In 
general terms, an international standard must be 
internationally applicable. 

MANAGEMENT SYSTEM STANDARDS 

Management system standards (or quality management 
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. Management system standard 
do not define specific performance requirements. It is 
up to each user to determine the level of performance 
that it considers appropriate. 

PERFORMANCE STANDARDS 

Performance standards specify a level of performance 
that a product or organization has to achieve. In 
contrast to management system standards, which 
specify procedures that enhance performance, the 
performance standard provides an external 
performance requirement. In practice, many 
sustainability standards include elements of both 
performance and management system standards. 

PROCESSES AND PRODUCTION METHOD (PPM) 
STANDARDS 

PPM standards are standards that specify the methods 
by which a product is produced, rather than the 
characteristics of the product itself. 

As explained above, 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 difference, which can be referred to as non-
product-related (npr) PPM standards. 

Sustainability standards that relate 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 or its constituents, are 
typically considered to be npr-PPM standards, on the 

basis that the product is physically indistinguishable 
from a product made under different conditions. 

The significance of pr-PPM standards compared to npr-
PPM standards is contentious, and often becomes a 
point of discussions in the context of possible technical 
barriers to trade. 

CONCLUSION 

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

Conversely, different kinds of standards may simply 
take a different approach to achieving a common 
objective. Section 4 considers two kinds of voluntary 
sustainability standards that are often compared with 
each other on the basis of their different approaches: 
life cycle analysis (LCA) based standards, and issue- or 
sector-specific standards. It is a contested point 
whether the differences in their approach mean that 
they should be treated differently, or whether they are 
just different ways to achieve a common objective. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Life cycle analysis (or life cycle assessment, LCA) is “a 
tool for the analysis of the environmental burden of 
products at all stages in their life cycle, from the 
extraction of resources, through the production of 
materials, product parts and the product itself, and the 
use of the product to the management after it is 
discarded, either by reuse, recycling or final disposal 
‘from the cradle to the grave’“ (see Life cycle analysis, 
an operational guide to ISO standards). 

A full LCA for a product considers the full range of 
environmental impacts (e.g. impacts on water, the 
atmosphere, use of non-renewable resources and 
biodiversity) for every constituent part of the product, 
including the impact of the energy required to produce 
it, the impact of its transportation, the impact of its 
normal usage and its disposal. 

LCA offers the promise of being able to compare, on an 
equal basis and using quantitative measurements, the 
overall environmental impacts of two similar products. 

LCA standards are a type of voluntary sustainability 
standard, but are often treated as different from 
standards that focus on a specific issue or sector (for 
example organic agriculture, responsible coffee 
production or sustainable fisheries management). For 
example, ISO has developed a standard for ‘Type-I’ 
eco-labels – eco-labels that are based on life cycle 
considerations and are issued by voluntary, third party 
programmes (see ISO 14024), but has no equivalent 
standard for other kinds of third party eco-label 
programmes. 

This section considers some of the challenges 
associated with the implementation of LCA standards, 
and compares claims based on LCA standards with 
claims based on issue- or sector-specific standards. 

CHALLENGES 

Implementing and interpreting a life cycle analysis can 
be challenging for a range of technical, practical and 
cost reasons: 

• Decisions need to be made about the scope of 
the assessment. Some life cycle analyses may 
exclude the potential impact of energy use, for 
example. Most will exclude the impact 
associated with a manufacturer’s workforce. 

• Decisions need to be made about which 
categories of impact will be used for the 
assessment. Data need to be assessed and 
reported consistently for all aspects of the 
product’s life cycle. 

• Decisions need to be made throughout the 
product’s life cycle about the allocation of 
impacts amongst products, co-products and by-
products. There are different approaches to this 
allocation, and this can result in significant 
differences in the calculated impact of the final 
product. 

• Significant amounts of quantitative data are 
required from a large number of sources in 
order to complete the analysis. 

• Assumptions or estimates have to be made 
about the ‘normal in-use impact’ of a product. 
For example, for a cotton shirt, one has to 
estimate how many times the shirt will be used 
in its lifetime, how often it will be washed, the 
temperature at which it will be washed, whether 
it will be air-dried or tumble-dried and what will 
happen to it when it is thrown away (or 
recycled). 

• Implementing a comprehensive life cycle 
analysis for a single product can be very 
expensive, and requires a high level of 
technical competence.  

• The interpretation of results can be challenging: 
it may not be clear whether it is better to try to 
combine different impacts into a single, overall 
score, or whether it is better to report a range of 
impacts separately. If a single score is given, a 
choice has to be made as to how different kinds 
of impacts will be combined. If separate figures 
are provided, consumers may find it difficult to 
interpret the information. 

A variety of different approaches have been developed 
over time to try to address these challenges: 

4. LIFE CYCLE ANALYSIS VERSUS ISSUE- OR SECTOR-SPECIFIC 
STANDARDS 
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• ISO has developed a series of international 
standards (including ISO 14040 and ISO 
14044) to encourage a consistent international 
approach. 

• Efforts are being made to collate data from 
reliable impact assessments and make them 
more widely available, reducing the need for 
multiple, repetitious assessments. 

• A range of streamlined LCA approaches have 
been developed, which identify the most 
important impacts relatively quickly and 
cheaply. 

• A number of category-specific ‘footprint’ 
standards have been developed that cover the 
different phases of a product life cycle, but only 
cover specific kinds of impact (e.g. water use or 
greenhouse gas emissions); 

Despite the challenges, LCAs are widely used to help 
develop business strategies, to identify aspects of a 
product or product category where changes are most 
likely to have the greatest positive environmental 
impact, for educational purposes and as a basis for 
Type-I environmental product labelling. 

COMPARISON 

LCA approaches differ from issue- and sector-specific 
approaches in a number of ways. 

• LCA focuses on measuring impacts, not on 
prescribing performance measures designed to 
achieve impacts. 

• LCA focuses on quantitative measurements of 
impact (e.g. tons of greenhouse gas emitted or 
volume of water used) and do not specify 
performance thresholds or targets. 

• LCA covers all categories of environmental 
impact, rather than focusing on specific 
practices or issues that are thought to be of 
concern. 

• LCA does not consider social issues that some 
stakeholders may consider important, such as 
land use rights, indigenous peoples’ rights or 
workers’ rights. 

• LCA is explicitly designed to measure impact 
across a product’s complete life cycle, whereas 

issue- or sector-specific standards often focus 
on improving management practices at a 
particular phase of production. Product 
labelling, for instance, promotes better practice 
in relation to the focus issue, rather than make 
a claim about the overall impact of the product 
itself. 

• LCA is generally applicable across all sectors 
(because environmental impacts that are 
measured are the same, irrespective of the 
process that may be causing the impact), rather 
than designed to address particular issues or 
practices that may be relevant to a particular 
sector.  

• LCA incorporates indirect impacts (e.g. caused 
by the use of raw materials) that are not 
considered by an issue-specific standard, which 
may be essential for some products. 

The concern is often raised that product claims based 
on issue- or sector-specific standards may mislead 
consumers by ignoring the most damaging issues or 
impacts of a product’s full life cycle.  

For example, a claim about forest management on a 
paper product could ignore the impact of chemical use, 
greenhouse gas emissions and water pollution 
associated with conversion of the timber into pulp and 
then paper. A claim that focuses on responsible water 
use could ignore damaging greenhouse gas emissions. 
LCA-based standards that cover all phases and all 
issues do not carry this risk. 

In recognition of this concern, ISO standards for 
environmental labelling strongly encourage life cycle 
based approaches. ISO 14020 (on environmental labels 
and declarations) states that “the development of 
environmental labels and declarations shall take into 
consideration all relevant aspects of the life cycle of the 
product”. This requirement is widely referenced and has 
been understood by some advocates of life cycle 
approaches to imply that standards or claims based on 
sector- or issue-specific approaches are inherently 
misleading (see Six sins of greenwashing). 

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 
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to the public (e.g. unsustainable forest management or 
unsustainable fishing), rather than to make general 
claims about product sustainability. 

On the other hand, it can be argued that claims based 
on LCAs are also misleading in terms of sustainability, 
since they fail of LCA approaches to consider social 
issues, and have problems relating quantitative 
measures (e.g. of water use) to actual social or 
environmental impact in a local context. 

CONCLUSIONS 

LCA-based standards and issue- or sector-specific 
standards are different kinds of voluntary sustainability 
standards, with different perspectives and different 
approaches to achieving social or environmental 
improvement. 

LCA-based standards provide information on the full 
range of environmental impacts across a product’s full 
life cycle. Issue- or sector-specific standards define 
sustainability requirements for an activity of concern. 

It is contested whether one or the other approach is 
preferable, and there are some signs of convergence 
between the two approaches. Issue-specific standards 
based on a life cycle approach are being developed 
(focusing on water use and greenhouse gas emissions 
respectively), while issue- or sector-specific standards 
are exploring ways to ensure that they do not miss 
critical issues (e.g. the consideration of environmental 
issues for fair trade standards, or social issues in the 
supply chain for timber products). 

There are advantages and disadvantages to both 
approaches, but it seems possible that they can be 
reconciled. At the time of writing, there is no consensus 
about the best way to achieve this. 
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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 international trade. 

These arguments stem from two different points of 
view. The first asks whether voluntary sustainability 
standards are beneficial according to theories of free 
trade, comparative advantage and the application of 
international trade law. The second is more pragmatic, 
and to some extent independent of trade law and 
theory: it asks whether, in practice, voluntary 
sustainability standards are beneficial to producers in 
developing countries, to developing countries as a 
whole, or both. 

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Arguments relating to international trade are often quite 
technical. It is presumed that international trade, based 
on “an open, equitable, rule-based, predictable and 
non-discriminatory multilateral trading and financial 
system” (UN Millennium Declaration), is beneficial to 
both developed and developing countries. The rules for 
the operation of international markets are set by the 
World Trade Organization, and case law is developed 
through reviewing and settling complaints and appeals. 

WTO rules recognize international standards as being 
conducive to international trade, so long as they meet 
certain criteria for their development and their 
implementation, including transparency, access for 
affected parties, fair processes, etc. 

Tension arises from the amendment to the basic free 
trade principles to accommodate the principles of 
sustainable development, as articulated in Para. 2.5 of 
Agenda 21:  

“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.” [emphasis added] 

In technical terms, there is debate about whether 
(international) sustainability standards (npr-PPM 
standards) should be treated the same way as other 
international standards, or whether they are in some 
way different, from the perspective of international trade 
law. 

Underlying that technical argument is a more 
fundamental tension: should the application of lower 
social and environmental standards in developing 
countries be viewed as those countries’ beneficial 
comparative advantage, or as an imposition of 
unacceptable social and environmental costs on those 
countries? 

Proponents of the first point of view are more likely to 
consider sustainability standards a disguised barrier to 
trade, protecting producers in developed countries from 
competition and imposing unwarranted economic and 
social cost on developing countries. Proponents of the 
second point of view are more likely to 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. 

POTENTIAL IMPACTS 

The first point of view focuses principally on the role of 
standards that are recognized or implemented by 
government, and the context of international trade law. 
The second point of view, which is more pragmatic, 
focuses on the application of voluntary sustainability 
standards in developing countries. It assumes that 
voluntary sustainability standards are legal in terms of 
international trade and looks at their actual (or potential) 
impacts on producers, occasionally at the country level 
but more often at the level of individual producers or 
groups of producers (for example, small enterprises). 

For a variety of reasons, it is challenging to identify 
specific impacts of voluntary sustainability standards 
(see Section 9: Measuring the contribution of voluntary 
sustainability standards to sustainability goals). 

5. VOLUNTARY SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS:  
DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITY OR BARRIER TO TRADE? 
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Nonetheless, it is possible to clarify some general 
arguments: 

• Firstly, 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. 

• Voluntary sustainability standards may be more 
or less difficult for different types of producer, 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. 
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. 

• Nonetheless, 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. 

• However, the distribution of this additional value 
may be highly variable. 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 Section 6: Voluntary 
sustainability standards and price premiums), 
and the sale price of the product is only one of 
those factors, although often important. 

• Most voluntary sustainability standard schemes 
assume that 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 their primary objective or their 
promise to consumers. Their objective is to 
improve social conditions for producers, to 
reduce negative impacts on the environment, or 
both. Over time – so long as there remains a 
parallel market for non-compliant produce – 
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. 

• Finally, environmental impacts are rarely 
assigned an economic value while assessing 
the impact of voluntary sustainability standard 
schemes. The distributional effects of any such 
changes (for example, differential costs or 
benefits for different sectors of society) are 
rarely considered. There is no guarantee that 
real environmental benefits which are aligned 
with government policy or intergovernmental 
agreements (e.g. clean water, clean air, 
flooding control or protection of biodiversity) will 
benefit the producers who helped bring those 
benefits about and who incurred additional 
costs in doing so. It is extremely hard to 
allocate such benefits to particular groups of 
society, even if there is a general belief that the 
poor are more directly dependent on 
environmental goods than the middle class or 
rich. 
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ACTUAL IMPACTS ON PRODUCERS 

A number of studies have moved beyond theoretical 
considerations and tried to assess the actual impacts of 
a variety of voluntary sustainability standard schemes in 
different sectors and in a range of developing countries. 
Several of these studies have tried to focus on impacts 
on small enterprises in particular. 

Three general findings can be highlighted in relation to 
the application of voluntary sustainability standards to 
small enterprises: 

• It is generally extremely challenging for small 
enterprises to implement voluntary 
sustainability standard schemes. There are 
always higher 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 support programmes, and 
through scheme-specific premiums, but never 
eliminate them. Voluntary sustainability 
standard schemes are, by definition, 
exclusionary. There is little if any information 
available about possible negative impacts 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. 

• 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. 

• Despite these indisputable challenges, 
voluntary sustainability standard schemes can 
still be of benefit to small enterprises. There is 
evidence that 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. However, the 
ability to achieve these benefits is highly 
variable, depending on the particular context, 
the scheme, the existence of supporting 
programmes, etc. 

These general findings would be expected to scale up 
to the level of countries. Countries with many small 
scale producers, that are not able to support those 
producers with technical know-how and advice, would 
be expected to lose market share (for markets that 
demand compliance with those standards) compared to 
countries that are more easily or cheaply able to 
implement voluntary sustainability standards at a larger 
scale within a particular sector. 

Whether this happens in practice is not clear. It is not 
clear how important demand for compliance with 
voluntary sustainability standards is, compared to other 
factors that affect supply and demand. Many of the 
companies that seek to implement voluntary 
sustainability standards in their supply chains do so 
through programmes of support, rather than by 
suddenly excluding non-compliant producers. 

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. 

Finally, trade statistics do not show any social or 
environmental benefits that accrue from compliance 
with voluntary sustainability standards, and do not show 
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whether 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 whilst imposing fewer 
social and environmental costs on society.  

CONCLUSION 

In summary, 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 can create additional 
value in a supply chain, but it is equally clear that they 
generally 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 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 and 
are likely to be context dependent. 

In short, 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. It is unlikely that voluntary sustainability 
standards will always turn out to be either an 
opportunity or a barrier. 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 benefits of different 
standards. The following two sections consider some of 
the issues that need to be addressed to achieve this. 
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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. 

The term premium is often misunderstood to mean the 
same as profit. However, a premium paid by consumers 
does not imply that producers receive that same 
premium. Moreover, price premiums are not the only, 
and not even the most significant, financial incentive for 
implementing a voluntary sustainability standard. 
Finally, there is considerable dispute as to the size of 
premiums available, or even whether any premiums are 
actually available, for products meeting voluntary 
sustainability standards. This section 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 one uses for comparison. 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 third world farmers), may be thought of 
as physically different (e.g. a food that does not have 
pesticide residues that may be categorized as 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 
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 certification, transaction costs 
for traders, any additional costs payable to the 

6. VOLUNTARY SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS AND PRICE PREMIUMS 
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scheme’s owners (e.g. to cover the development and 
maintenance of a standard, 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. 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 value 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 the benefits that 
producers may gain from meeting the standards: better 
health, a healthier 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 or Seeking 
sustainability: COSA preliminary analysis of 
sustainability initiatives in the coffee sector. 

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. For the purpose of illustration, 
suppose that this means the producer has to sell the 
product at double its original price to maintain the same 
profit level – i.e. the premium required is 100%. 

For the retailer, however, 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 
(ignoring the additional cost of complying with the 
standard). Relatively low premium prices can translate 
into significant increases in income. 
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WILL CONSUMERS PAY PREMIUMS FOR 
SUSTAINABLE PRODUCTS? 

In the agricultural sector, where price comparisons are 
relatively straightforward, consumers regularly pay a 
premium of 10% to 50% for organic fruit and 
vegetables. 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 will vary 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 they 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, as an example, 
is based explicitly on the payment of an obligatory 
Fairtrade Premium (see below). 

However, the size of the premium may vary 
dramatically 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 for social 
development activities. The value of the Fairtrade 
Premium is set by 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 product 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 



 29  
 

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 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, 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: 

o It is not clear why falling prices would cause 
producers to switch to other crops in the 
absence of the Fairtrade system. 

o 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.  

o 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 

It has sometimes been assumed that price premiums – 
paid by consumers for final products that are labelled 
as complying with voluntary sustainability standards – 
are both necessary and sufficient to ensure the success 
of a standard scheme. In fact, neither assumption is 
correct: benefits other than consumer price premiums 
may be sufficient to make a voluntary sustainability 
standard scheme of value to producers. Conversely, 
the fact that consumers pay a premium does not 
necessarily ensure that the scheme is of value to 
primary producers. 

Premiums are clearly paid, sometimes, by consumers 
and by commercial buyers. This section does not draw 
any general conclusions as to whether such premiums 
are widespread or significant in practice.  

The main conclusion of this section 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, and the possibility that benefits 
enjoyed by participants in a standard scheme might be 
cancelled out by costs suffered by non-participants. 
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INTRODUCTION 

When they were first developed, voluntary sustainability 
standard schemes appealed 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 more sustainable or socially desirable 
practices. As long as positive impacts can be 
demonstrated following 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 critics 
began to seek more rigorous evidence of their 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 does not try to assess 
the impact that these schemes have had, but highlights 
the challenges in assessing that impact, and points 
readers towards recent publications that suggest ways 
forward. 

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 claims about the impact of standards 
should be treated with some caution. However, the 
difficulty of demonstrating a positive, attributable impact 
through a scientifically rigorous methodology does not 
mean that the impact does not exist. 

• There may be debate as to whether the 
requirements of a standard result in the 
intended impact at a particular site, even when 
they are implemented. For example, it may be 
contested whether lower pesticide use results 
in higher levels of biodiversity, whether 
standards that prohibit GMO use are really 
environmentally or socially benign, or whether 
poor farmers really benefit from the 
implementation of fair trade standards. 

• A related challenge is that there may be a 
significant delay between the time that some 
requirement of a standard is implemented and 
any social or environmental impact. 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. 

• Even if it can be shown that a requirement has 
the intended effect at the site level, there may 
be debate as to whether this is the most cost-
effective way to achieve the intended impact. 
For example, if the intended impact is to protect 
biodiversity, would it be more effective to 
reduce pesticide use over a farm’s crops or to 
allow the farm to continue using pesticides but 
require it to protect or restore areas of natural 
vegetation? 

• Similarly, there may be debate about which of 
many potential social or environmental aspects 
of sustainability are priorities and about the 
appropriate trade-offs between them. 

• If the requirements of the standard are 
recognized as appropriate, it may not be known 
whether a site has implemented the standard in 
order to take part in the scheme or whether it 
was already implementing the standard. 

7. MEASURING THE CONTRIBUTION OF VOLUNTARY SUSTAINABILITY 
STANDARDS TO SUSTAINABILITY GOALS 
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Increased uptake of the standard may not be 
evidence of improved environmental practices 
at all – it may simply measure good practice 
that was already taking place. 

• Even where practices do change, and the 
timing correlates with the application of the 
standard, the cause of the change cannot 
necessarily be attributed to the standard 
scheme. The producer may have been planning 
to make the changes anyway - perhaps the 
changes are more productive, or socially or 
environmentally benign, or the producers are 
required to implement the changes due to a 
change in legislation. 

• If a standard has beneficial impacts at the level 
of a single site, and those impacts can be 
attributed to the development of a particular 
voluntary sustainability standard, it may 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. This 
would have the result that small-scale 
producers are unintentionally excluded from a 
market, which has negative social (and possibly 
environmental) consequences. 

• A standard may have a positive impact 
compared to no change, but still be rewarding 
low levels of performance. If several standards 
make different demands, an organization might 
choose to implement a relatively low standard 
and be rewarded for doing so, when otherwise 
they would have had to meet a higher standard 
that was already on the market or that could 
have been developed. A new standard might 
gain rapid uptake, but result in lower levels of 

social or environmental quality than would have 
been achieved in its absence.  

• 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. 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 social 
and environmental improvement associated 
with a small number of high quality sites could 
be more than offset by the continuing harm 
done by the majority of poorly-performing sites. 

• 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. 

• The assumption that the situation prior to the 
implementation of a standard was socially or 
environmentally undesirable may not be 
correct. A farm or industrial unit might be 
established on an area that was previously 
forested. Or an area that was previously farmed 
by many small-scale farmers might be taken 
over by a large intensive management 
organization. Even when the new organization 
meets the requirements of a voluntary 
sustainability standard, it may be argued that 
there has been a net social or environmental 
loss. In the worst situation, an organization may 
use its commitment to the standard to justify a 
change in land use that would not otherwise 
have been politically acceptable. 

• Finally, there is debate about the impact of the 
fundamental model of voluntary sustainability 
standards. It can be argued that they act as 
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market barriers for producers in developing 
countries, excluding them from the economic 
benefits of development by imposing social or 
environmental conditions that are simply not a 
priority. There may be some benefits, but at 
significant economic and in consequence social 
cost. 

While these challenges focus 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. 

• 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 without resulting in 
significantly higher costs for consumers, one of 
the arguments against obligatory higher 
standards is removed. 

• 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 the policies promoting 
sustainably produced biofuels or sustainable 
forest management. 

• The multi-stakeholder partnerships and 
discussions that are necessary for the 
development of successful voluntary 
sustainability standards can result in greater 
understanding of civil society concerns by the 
private sector, and greater understanding of the 
positive contribution of the private sector by civil 
society, leading to partnerships and 
improvements in practice irrespective of uptake 
of a specific standard. 

• 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.  

Beyond to the challenges in assessing the positive and 
negative impact of a particular standard, it is even 
harder to assess and attribute the impact 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 government, 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. 

These challenges and concerns are much debated and 
a growing quantity of research has taken place to find 
clear answers, or at least to clarify the kinds of study 
and to collect the kinds of data that would be required 
to provide clear answers. 

CONCLUSION 

The main conclusion of this section is simply to 
emphasize how difficult it is to demonstrate and 
attribute positive social or environmental impacts to a 
particular voluntary sustainability standard scheme. 

However, this should not be taken to be 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 standard schemes take this effort increasingly 
seriously, and some are incorporating the requirement 
to collect impact data into their standards, creating 
longitudinal data from the time their standards are first 
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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. 

The intent is not to imply that impact assessment is 
impossible, and certainly not to imply that real benefits 
are not being achieved.  It is simply to emphasise that, 
as in the case of financial premiums, care needs to be 
taken both in claiming great benefits without sufficient 
evidence, and in assuming that no positive impact has 
taken place simply because it is hard to demonstrate a 
causal relationship with scientific rigour. 
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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 assessed and 
included 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 thirty 
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 concerns for producers, traders, retailers 
and consumers, and raise issues in relation to 
international trade.  

This section looks at some of these concerns from the 
perspectives of different stakeholders, and identifies 
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 standard is recognized, or most likely 
to be recognized, by the producer’s immediate 
customers or end 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 standard schemes and devote major 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 contributes 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 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 more appropriate to producers in developing 
countries 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 

8. PROLIFERATION: CONCERNS AND POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 
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inappropriate costs when applied in developing 
countries. Should there be different standards for 
different countries with different levels of development?  
Should standards always allow for low threshold entry 
points, and continual improvement?  Or is the existence 
of a range of standards options from which producers 
can choose actually beneficial, 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 do 
not want to have 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 third-world 
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 was 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. 

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. 

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. 
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CONCERNS FOR SUSTAINABILITY 
ADVOCATES, STANDARDS DEVELOPERS 
AND SCHEME OWNERS 

Finally, sustainability advocates, standards developers, 
standard scheme owners and even governments are all 
subject to motivations that can both promote and 
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 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 (see Section 4 for a discussion).  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. Standard 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 damaging 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.  
Concerns are sometimes raised that the process of 
agreeing a voluntary international standard conflicts 
with anti-trust principles.  

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. 
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It is also likely that many standards will simply 
disappear because the costs of implementing them and 
maintaining the standard over time will not be justified 
by any benefits in terms of increased consumer 
demand or product value. Others may survive as micro-
standards, known and of value only to a relatively small 
group of specialist producers, manufacturers and 
customers, and with little broader impact. Diversity is 
not a problem in itself. 

For developing countries, the priority is likely to be the 
concerns of producers, and to address concerns while 
without reducing demand for their products. For 
producers, the worst effect of standards proliferation is 
likely to be where a single producer has to comply with 
multiple standards, increasing complexity and the cost 
of demonstrating conformity or risking reduced market 
access unrelated to any improvement in social or 
environmental performance – a particular problem in 
the case of agriculture. 

In some cases certification to multiple standards may 
bring net gains, despite the additional costs.  In others, 
there may be benefits in specialisation.  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 done by revising 
criteria, so that criteria related to a specific issue (e.g. 
water use) are identical within different standards. 
Minor differences may be deleted or added 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 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, 
standard schemes may be able to encourage 
simultaneous auditing, so that a single auditor can 
evaluate compliance with different standards at the 
same time. 

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. 
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RECOGNITION OF SPECIALIST STANDARDS 
WITHIN BROADER SCHEMES 

A related approach is for different, specialist standards 
to be recognized within a single broader scheme, for 
example if one standard is designed to apply to small 
enterprises in a sector, and a different standard applies 
to larger enterprises. Manufacturers may be 
encouraged to use material from both schemes. The 
requirements of the different standards may be quite 
different, but reflect an equivalence of effort. 

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. 

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, the proliferation of standards is not simply the 
result of chaotic competition. Voluntary sustainability 
standards are not all trying to do the same thing, and do 
not all compete against each other in a single market 
for standards. 

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. 

Still, a certain amount of harmonization and 
consolidation would be desirable. This section 
considered a range of approaches that are already 
being pursued by different standards owners. 

It is widely expected that the number of voluntary 
sustainability standards will decrease over the coming 
years. It is unclear how that process will progress, 
which standards will cease to exist, and which will 
survive. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The UNFSS activities focus on voluntary sustainability 
standards. But what is a voluntary standard? Is there 
always a clear distinction between a voluntary and an 
obligatory standard? Does it make a difference whether 
a producer has to meet a standard because it is a legal 
obligation or because the market demands it? This 
section introduces the issues under discussion. 

WHEN IS A STANDARD VOLUNTARY? 

Whether a standard is voluntary can be considered 
from a legal perspective or from a practical perspective. 

From a legal perspective and in terms of international 
trade, the TBT Agreement is central. The TBT 
Agreement defines standards as being voluntary and 
distinguishes between them and technical regulations 
that specify legal requirements for all relevant products 
traded within a government’s jurisdiction. 

However, the distinction becomes blurred when a 
(voluntary) standard is referenced in technical 
regulations. The TBT Agreement expressly encourages 
governments to base their technical regulations on 
relevant international standards.  

Voluntary standards may be referenced explicitly in 
technical regulations, either in a regulation itself or in 
supplementary guidance. The content of a voluntary 
standard may be transposed into a regulation without 
necessarily making reference to the original source – 
not a problem in itself, though it may result in a range of 
subtly different obligations. Conversely, a regulation 
may also use general terms such as good practice, for 
which a widely used national or international standard is 
recognized as de facto evidence. The use of 
international standards in technical regulation (B.Fliess 
et al, 2010) documents many examples of such uses. 

Voluntary standards can also of course become binding 
when they are included in a legally binding private 
contract. There is no legal obligation to include the 
standard in the contract, and in that sense the use of 
standards is voluntary. However, once the contract is 
agreed upon, compliance with the requirements of the 
standard becomes a contractual obligation. When major 

multi-national corporations with a high market share 
decide to adopt a particular voluntary sustainability 
standard, producers may have little practical option but 
to comply, or may agree to a contract without 
understanding the implications 

CONCERNS AND ISSUES 

There is much debate about the implications of 
referencing sustainability standards in government 
regulation or in private contracts on development. 
Some of those questions are technical: for example, 
whether a particular sustainability standard should be 
recognized as an international standard, or what kinds 
of standards can or should be referenced in legislation 
or private contracts.  

Other concerns are more fundamental: Is referencing a 
particular sustainability standard beneficial to 
sustainable development? This can be worth asking 
even if the standard is recognized as being compliant 
with WTO requirements. Is it appropriate for 
governments to reference standards that have been 
developed by non-governmental bodies? Might 
standards that might be considered beneficial at low 
levels of use (i.e. when they are genuinely voluntary) be 
considered harmful if their use becomes a de facto 
obligation? 

Like the other sections, this section does not attempt to 
resolve these issues, but instead tries to clarify 
concerns as a step towards discussion and resolution. 
In this case, concerns can be divided into four 
interrelated categories: concerns about legality, 
legitimacy, equity and sustainability. 

LEGALITY IN INTERNATIONAL TRADE 

Concerns about the legality of governments using 
private, voluntary standards to regulate trade focus on 
the application of the WTO Agreements on Technical 
Barriers to Trade (TBT Agreement) and the 
Government Procurement and Sanitary and 
Phytosanitary Measures (SPS Agreement). 

The general principle of governments incorporating 
international standards (which are, by definition, 
voluntary) into trade regulation is not contested. As 
noted, the TBT Agreement explicitly encourages this. 

9. THE VOLUNTARY NATURE OF STANDARDS 



 41  
 

International standards are “rebuttably” presumed not to 
create an unnecessary obstacle to international trade, 
and so is regulation that incorporates those standards. 
In addition, government procurement, as distinct from 
government regulation of trade, is explicitly exempt 
from the scope of the TBT Agreement for most 
governments. Those governments that are parties to 
the additional Agreement on Government Procurement 
are subject to similar provisions to those of the TBT. 

Legal concerns question whether a standard is 
recognized internationally (which may depend on 
recognition of the body that developed it and on the 
processes that were followed in its development), 
whether sustainability standards are npr-PPM” 
standards, and if so, whether they are covered by the 
TBT Agreement, whether a standard is relevant to the 
issue under consideration, whether a standard is 
applied equally and fairly to all countries (using the 
most favoured nation principle), whether it is the least 
trade-restrictive approach to achieve its purpose, 
whether other standards are or should be considered 
equivalent, and so on. 

The WTO complaints and appeals process provides a 
slow, expensive but extremely detailed and (for 
governments that are bound by WTO decisions) legally 
definitive way to resolve these questions. 

LEGITIMACY 

A related but distinct issue is whether governments 
should make use of private, voluntary standards 
(whether national or international) to support their 
regulation of trade or whether this subverts the proper 
legislative role of governmental institutions. This issue 
is touched on in section 10 (Voluntary sustainability 
standards and the role of governments). Important 
legitimacy questions are what the role of government 
and stakeholders is in standards development and 
subsequent review, whether citizens have access to the 
standards that are referenced in the legislation, what 
processes are followed in selecting or modifying 
standards, whether it is possible to reference equivalent 
standards and so on. The understanding of legitimacy 
may also differ between different countries. 

If uptake of any particular standard becomes 
increasingly widespread (and so less voluntary in 
practice), issues of legitimacy become increasingly 
important. The legitimacy of using private voluntary 
standards in international trade, and the origin of any 
such legitimacy, is widely discussed and contested 
(see, e.g. Can non-state global governance be 
legitimate? a theoretical framework or ISO 26000 and 
global governance for sustainable development).  

SUSTAINABILITY 

While voluntary sustainability standards are, by 
definition, voluntary, their very voluntary nature can be 
criticized. 

As noted in section 6 (Voluntary sustainability 
standards and price premiums), it can be argued that 
sustainability should not be voluntary. If a subsection of 
the market voluntarily implements sustainability 
standards but the market as a whole continues to 
operate unsustainably, this is, by definition, 
unsustainable. Likewise, it has been argued that 
consumers should not be given the choice between 
sustainable and unsustainable consumption. All their 
choices should be sustainable. 

From their inception, one of the most persistent 
criticisms of voluntary sustainability standards has been 
that, while they may be effective in some niche markets 
and may have some marginal social and environmental 
impacts, they are not part of the mainstream. 
Businesses have sometimes used this criticism to 
justify the establishment of less demanding standards. 
Government agencies have used it as an argument 
against voluntary sustainability standards, on the 
grounds that they are ineffective compared to traditional 
governmental activities. 

The argument has to a large extent been accepted by 
voluntary sustainability standard scheme owners and 
supporters. It has led to concerted efforts on behalf of 
many voluntary sustainability standards to work towards 
practical non-voluntary status with the support of larger 
non-governmental organizations and supportive 
government agencies (e.g. GIZ, SECO, USAID). The 
environmental organization WWF has an explicit 
strategy to engage the largest traders of important 
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commodities and so achieve a tipping point at which the 
costs of not complying become unacceptably high for 
producers. 

This raises a tension, however: as voluntary 
sustainability standards become more mainstream, 
businesses that supply to markets that do not require 
the standard are increasingly curtailed. This increases 
the seriousness of concerns that the application of 
voluntary sustainability standards may unfairly 
disadvantage small enterprises or producers that are 
disadvantaged by lack of access to know-how or state 
support. Implications arise for the fourth area of 
concern: equity. 

EQUITY 

Section 8 (Proliferation: concerns and possible 
solutions) 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 different 
standards be applied in different countries, related to 
their different levels of development? 

Should consumers be able to choose which level of 
standard they would like to use, or should this be the 
exclusive choice of the government of the exporting 
country? If international standards of sustainability 
become the de facto norm, is this an inequitable 
imposition on producers in developing countries who 
now have no choice but to comply? 

Conversely, should the standards that are required in 
the country in which the products are consumed be 
considered most relevant? Is it ethical for consumers to 
impose social and environmental costs on producer 
countries that they would not accept in their own 
country, as long as the standards are applied fairly, 
transparently and equally to all producer countries? 

What are the implications of using a standard as it 
becomes less voluntary in practice? 

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 the State. But from a practical 
perspective, conformity is only truly voluntary if 
someone has a genuine choice as to whether they 
choose to conform or not – if there is no practical 
alternative, then 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 ever be 
considered international standards, and if so under 
what circumstances, was considered in Section 2. 

But this section 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, its 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 
governance. 

And so the discussion returns, finally, to the issue with 
which it began: the role of government. 
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INTRODUCTION 

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 fought over, 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 relation to 
development of standards.  

• The role of government in relation to uptake of 
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 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. 

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 
intergovernmental organizations such as WTO. ISO 
membership is made up of 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 (mandated by government, but 
with a private organizational structure). In developing 
countries, it is typical for the ISO national member to be 
a state entity. Similar to the ISO, the Global 
Ecolabelling Network (GEN) is a non-governmental 
body whose membership is made of national eco-
labels, which may be governmental or non-
governmental.  

10. VOLUNTARY SUSTAINABILITY STANDARDS AND THE ROLE OF 
GOVERNMENTS 
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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 themselves. 
Common tensions are whether governmental 
representatives have a unique role in representing the 
interests of all of the 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 or whether public authority 
representatives should be treated in the same way as 
other stakeholders, bringing expertise to the table but 
having no special authority beyond that. 

When governments also have a regulatory role in 
standards development (for example in relation to 
sustainable fisheries management or forest 
management), state bodies may consider that 
discussion of even voluntary standards is the exclusive 
role of the state. 

Because there is considerable uncertainty about the 
treatment of voluntary sustainability standards in 
international trade law, governments have often been 
wary of appearing to endorse the use of such 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 treatment by national governments under WTO 
obligations by formally excluding 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 can 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 extremely difficult 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 all the 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 government 
representatives, and there may be concern that any 
compromise given, even in this non-governmental 
sphere of influence, would undermine the government’s 
formal position in 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. 

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

STANDARDS UPTAKE 

As noted in section 2 (Voluntary sustainability 
standards and international trade), the TBT agreement 
defines a standard as being a voluntary instrument, 
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irrespective of the statutory nature of the body that 
develops it. 

However, as noted in the section on the voluntary 
nature of standards, this distinction can be blurred in 
practice. According to the World Standards Services 
Network (WSSN), standards are usually voluntary 
“unless a law or other similar measure requires 
conformance to a cited standard: in this case, the 
standard becomes mandatory. However, in some 
countries, standards are mandatory”. 

Governmental and intergovernmental processes may 
reference private voluntary standards in some 
circumstances. The TBT Agreement explicitly 
references ISO and defers to a set of definitions 
developed 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 adopted by the UN 
as a UNEP collaborating organization. 

The ISEAL Alliance identified a range of governmental 
uses of voluntary sustainability standards and published 
a series of ten case studies from developed and 
developing countries as part of the Trade Standards 
Practitioners Network activities in 2009. Government 
applications included the use of voluntary sustainability 
standards as a basis for tax relief or financial support at 
the national level, for the provision of technical 
assistance or training, to meet technical requirements 
for concession allocation, or to demonstrate compliance 
with government procurement requirements. 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).  

Many of the issues and concerns raised by government 
use of voluntary sustainability standards are the same 
as those raised by the use of private standards in 
technical regulation (see The use of international 
standards in technical regulation or Private voluntary 
standards within the WTO multilateral framework). 

Concerns include 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. 

More specific, technical concerns relate to whether a 
particular standard is recognized as an international 
standard (see section 2: Voluntary sustainability 
standards and international trade) and whether 
sustainability standards, which are typically npr-PPM 
standards, should be treated the same way as other 
international standards. 

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT IN 
VOLUNTARY SUSTAINABILITY 
STANDARDS SYSTEMS? 

To date, governmental and intergovernmental bodies 
have warily accepted the existence and potential 
usefulness of voluntary sustainability standards. 
Equally, non-governmental developers and owners of 
voluntary sustainability standards have recognized the 
critical importance and unique roles and responsibilities 
of government. 
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As voluntary sustainability standards have become 
increasingly mainstream, the potential for tension 
between non-governmental schemes and the role of 
government in regulating trade has grown. At the same 
time, the complexity of the issues raised is becoming 
increasingly recognized. Governmental and non-
governmental approaches run the risk of competing 
with each other, duplicating costs and each making the 
other less effective. Voluntary schemes run the risk of 
undermining the proper roles of government.  And 
opportunities to maximise impact and reduce costs by 
combining governmental and non-governmental efforts 
within an effective enabling environment may be lost. 

One of UNFSS’s main objectives is to identify ways in 
which VSSs can support government policy objectives 
for sustainable development.  Consideration of these 
issues is likely to be central to its work. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This final section has brought together many of the 
issues that have been raised in earlier sections, 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 
to intervene 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 about 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 range of grey 
areas: If voluntary sustainability standards support 
government policy objectives, should government 
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 
government support? 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 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. 

Meeting the requirements of a sustainability standard 
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 

Certification is probably the best-known form of 
conformity assessment in the context of voluntary 
sustainability standards. 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 is 
independent of both first and second parties. In ISO 
terminology, a certification body will by definition always 
be a third party. 

Certification bodies are generally private organizations, 
for-profit or not-for-profit. They may operate nationally 
or internationally and may either 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 
the certification body to ensure that it is competent to 
issue certificates of compliance with the standards. An 
organization that does this is an accreditation body. 

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 
(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 standard scheme specifies the model it 
adopts.  

Figure 1 shows the main elements of the most common 
models. Elements with continuous outlines are common 
to all models, and elements with dashed outlines are 
adopted only by some models. 

Additional arrangements may be made to allow 
certificate holders that have been issued a certificate to 
make claims, often accompanied by the right to use a 
logo or label licensed by the scheme owner. 

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.  

Global accreditation 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 

APPENDICES 

I. CONFORMITY ASSESSMENT 
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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 private sector accreditation bodies. 

Broadly speaking, voluntary sustainability standards 
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 
standard, 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. 

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 
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 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 ( 

CONCLUSION 

In many situations, it is useful to be able to demonstrate 
that the requirements of a standard have been met. The 
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. There is debate as to 
whether it should be required to assess and 
guarantee conformity with additional skills or 
techniques that are not well-addressed in ISO 
conformity assessment standards. 

• There is debate as to whether it is better for 
bodies providing certification about voluntary 

Figure 1: Common elements of conformity assessment 
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sustainability standards to be closely 
associated with the owner of the standard 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. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the context of voluntary sustainability standards, 
traceability refers to the ability to trace a product or its 
constituent elements as it moves through successive 
stages of a supply chain: processing, transformation, 
manufacturing and distribution to an end user.  

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

For final consumers, there is a strong, intuitive link 
between the assurance that a product “came from” or 
“is made 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, instead of supporting sustainable management 
from sources it does not buy from. 

Standards designed to support traceability are 
sometimes referred to as “chain of custody standards”. 
They do not necessarily guarantee physical traceability, 
but 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. 

Traceability itself does not reduce the social or 
environmental impact of products, and eco-labels do 
not always include traceability requirements. 

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

TRACEABILITY SUSTAINABILITY AND 
CLAIMS 

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. 

If standards aim to exclude unacceptable materials, 
traceability reduces demand for, and hence the value 
of, that material in the supply chain. 

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 being 
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. 

In a few cases, a single standard may have both 
product-related and non-product related attributes. 
Consumers may buy organic produce because they 
associate it with health benefits based on low pesticide 
residues (a product-related aspect) and because they 
believe that organic production systems are more 
environmentally or socially benign (non-product-related 
attributes). 

However, traceability is not necessary for a 
sustainability standard to be adopted by producers and 
to promote more sustainable production processes. In 
fact, traceability requirements can be an obstacle to 
uptake, because they can be very costly to achieve and 
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, costs 

II. TRACEABILITY AND CLAIMS 
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would not be an issue and the rewards for producers 
would be potentially greater. 

Traceability may be required for reasons other than 
promoting sustainability. Food products are commonly 
required to meet standards in relation to their origin. 
The same holds for timber or minerals. 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 178/2002s requires imported food to be traceable to 
its origin, for example.  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. 

Early traceability systems were designed to ensure that 
products that were sold as certified were, in fact, 
certified. For example, a potato that was sold as 
“organically produced” was in fact organically produced. 

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 
snack bar were organic), or about the percentage of 
material within a product that is certified (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. 

Maintaining physical traceability can be expensive 
(even prohibitively expensive), especially when 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 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 in which there may be no physical link 
between a product and the way it was produced.  

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 
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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. 

Providing full, physical traceability from primary 
production to the final point of sale to a consumer can 
be expensive and technically challenging. Whether it is 
required or not depends on consumer expectations, 
and on the claims that retailers want to make to the 
consumer. 

Book and Claim and Mass Balance systems do not 
provide physical traceability, but create an association 
between the implementation of a voluntary 
sustainability standard and the sale of a final product 
that can in some cases be used as the basis for product 
claims. 
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