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BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVE 
This meeting was convened under the umbrella of the first UNCTAD's NTMs week from 25 to 27 

September 2017, with the support of the United Nations Forum on Sustainability Standards (UNFSS) and 
the German Development Institute (DIE). The NTMs week had two parts: the first part examined 
mandatory trade regulations relating to NTMs (25-26 September) and the second part discussed 
voluntary sustainability standards (VSS), including private ones, market access and trade-led sustainable 
development (27 September). There was a private meeting on September 28 organized by DIE that 
UNFSS members participated on VSS and the work of the national platforms.  

The VSS discussions on September 27 had a twofold objective viz., to, firstly, have a policy 
discussion on the need for global governance in dealing with the multiplicity of VSS and harnessing them 
as tools to achieve sustainable growth through trade in producing countries; and, secondly, the 
emergence of multi-stakeholder approach at the national level in the form of national VSS platforms in 
several emerging countries and sharing the lessons learnt in holistically discussing strategic approaches 
to VSS .  

Organizers and participants highly appreciate the support of the German Development Institute, 
in particular the Managing Global Governance program, in particular mobilizing attention for the event and 
financing a large group of participants from around the world. DIE has been a fundamental partner in 
developing and supporting the VSS National Platforms.  

OPENING AND ATTENDANCE 
The expert meeting was opened by the Deputy Secretary-General of UNCTAD, and attended by 

high level policy makers and practioners, experts, academics, and representatives of international 

                                                           
1 The UNFSS was set up in 2013 as is an inter-agency framework that aims at enhancing developing countries’ 
participation in the international dialogue on VSS. The UNFSS members work collaboratively towards supporting 
producers, businesses, NGOs and the government in developing countries to better assess the contribution of VSS to 
sustainable development goals. The five member agencies of the UNFSS are: Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO), United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), United Nations Environment (UNE), 
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), and International Trade Centre (ITC). 



 

 

 

organization. The meeting was well attended with over 100 participants at times, and the debate was 
engaging, rich and informative with eminent and effective chairs, speakers and discussants.  

UNCTAD actively involved partner agencies including the UNFSS 2  , and the German 
Development Institute (DIE). A national study, the Indian Story on the Impact of Private Sustainability 
Study was produced and made available.     

ISSUES HIGHLIGHTED 
VSS serve as tools in international trade that can improve countries’ capacity to implement the 

SDGs.  Standards in international trade may also bear political-economic objectives. The approach and 
the capacity of UNCTAD in harnessing VSS to function as a tool to achieve sustainable growth through 
trade in producing (and consuming) countries were highlighted. Questions addressed included: (i) How do 
we balance “gains” from VSS across different stakeholders; (ii) How can trade policy tackle VSS influence 
on developing countries’ market access; (iii) When and in which areas global governance on VSS is 
needed? (iv) what lessons can be leant from the national multi-stakeholder VSS platforms of China, India 
and Brazil; (v) What is the role of a national regulatory framework on VSS?; (vi) How do we assess 
various stakeholders’ interests and concerns on VSS?; and (vii) Can governments use national platform 
on VSS to implement policies on sustainable development? Some of the key messages that emerged 
from the deliberations follows: 

I. An overarching development framework at global and national levels is essential to ensure that 
VSS help producing countries realize development goals e.g. create jobs, increase producers’ 
incomes, enhance green production and exports, improved market access and enhanced price 
incentives. At the global level the Agenda 2030 provides a framework. At the national level, 
national VSS platforms on VSS, such as those in India and China, may serve such development 
framework. A development framework will also allow for monitoring and assessment of impact of 
VSS. 

II. There is need to ensure a more equitable sharing of the benefits of VSS as the gains are often 
concentrated in the downstream of value chains such as brands/retailers which use VSS for 
capturing increased consumer demand for “sustainable” goods. Sourcing products with VSS 
allows brands and retailors to differentiate their products from brown goods at no cost to them 
(they do not pay to VSS schemes).  

III. Smallholders face “procedural barriers” (e.g. certification being too expensive, lack of laboratory, 
lack of technical or financial support, etc.) in adopting VSS. Much of such barriers may be 
removed via increased policy involvement of the Government and aid for trade assistance. 

IV. Attention should be paid to the design of VSS to ensure more 'credible' standards that are 
designed in transparent, open, inclusive and impartial manner, referencing international 
standards, and including also through collaborative partnerships. There seems to be a trend for 

                                                           

 



 

 

 

certain VSS (e.g. Better Cotton Initiative) as they are moving beyond standard setting and 
certification to focus more on capacity building and creating support networks for small holders. 

V. Implementation of VSS and assessment of impact is needed, to address costs of adhering to 
VSS, costs of certification and accreditation, and accessibility to VSS by MSMEs, as well as the 
possible benefits that can accrue. While costs of VSS such as those linked to certification are 
identified, there is so much uncertainty and arbitrariness as regards economic and social 
incentives to producers, especially smallholders. There is no systematic assessment of 
economic/social benefits that producers receive from adapting to VSS, and such lacuna needs to 
be rectified with appropriate assessment. More assessment should be undertaken of their impact 
on trade, on jobs and on sustainable development. 

VI. VSS are primary directed at producers and concern them, but how they actually meet the needs 
of consumers should also be examined. VSS, for example, can increase choices but then 
increase costs for producers. 

VII. There is urgent need to address the multiplicity, diversity and proliferation, often in a chaotic 
fashion, of VSS to bring about coherence and ensure that these standards are meaningful and 
manageable. In this regard, some form of global governance of VSS universe may be required. A 
global setting, such as the NTMs week, provides a useful forum to debate management of VSS. 
Interagency platforms such as the UNFSS have a role to play in promoting awareness of VSS 
and greater coherence. UNFSS collaboration can be extended to include other agencies like ISO 
and UNECE. Also, the government may step in, e.g. via improved regulatory principles to reduce 
VSS costs to producers. Innovative approaches are needed to encourage constructive 
involvement of Government in the VSS sphere, such that the way information, power and money 
flows in the standardization process is transformed in support of producers. 

VIII. National multi-stakeholder VSS platforms play a key role in holistically addressing strategic 
approaches to managing VSS ecosystem at the national level and promoting governance over 
different standards. Such national initiatives reflect local priorities and to facilitate dialogue 
between stakeholders, enhance market access opportunities of VSS and maximize sustainable 
development benefits. VSS platforms, with the support of UNFSS, were set up in India, Brazil and 
China to support multi-stakeholder discussions and actions on addressing the challenges and 
taking advantages of the opportunities of VSS. Indonesia, Mexico and South Africa have shown 
interest in establishing their on national VSS platforms. 

IX. Experience sharing by national VSS platforms was beneficial to other countries. India, which 
launched it national PSS platform in early 2016, noted that the national platform has advanced 
the development agenda by increasing awareness of VSS in society through their multi-
stakeholder committee and by carrying out research on PSS and priority sectors. China national 
platform conducted a survey on the use of VSS among textile producers and found that most 
producers were aware of, and appreciated, VSS requirements and certifications but had little 
understanding of international standards, lacked support for meeting technical and procedural 
requirements and needed financial support. So it is building a website on VSS and intends to 
provide technical assistance with support from UNFSS. 



 

 

 

X. Many expressed the value of VSS to attain SDGs, but expressed reservations about the 
multiplicity of standards and the cost of compliance and implementation of VSS for MSMEs in 
developing countries.  

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION: 
It was suggested to continue research and technical assistance on VSS’ developmental role in 

producing countries. 

There is a clear need for empirical studies, e.g. on VSS’ impact upon trade, to ascertain the 
impact of the VSS and hence their utility as a development facilitating tool.  

The value of National VSS platforms was underlined and UNFSS was encouraged to continue 
supporting the formation and operation of these platforms, recognizing that these are nationally owned, 
driven and financed initiatives.  


