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Table 1:  Characterizing Different Types of Standards 

Type of Codification Legal Codification Internationally 
Agreed  

Regionally 
Specific  

Firm 
Specific  

Type of 
standard  

Product  
 Food hygiene  
standards 
 

 Codex Alimentarius 
 Grades of wheat 
 Moisture level for 
coffee beans 

 EU MRLs 
 EU GMO limits 

Chiquita 
residue and 
size 
standards  

Process  
 Workplace 
health and safety 
standards   

 ISO9000 (quality)  
 SA8000 (labor) 
 Fair Trade 

 BRC 
 ASEAN-GAP   

Starbucks 
sourcing 
practices  

Source: Adapted with changes and additions from Kaplinsky and Morris (2001). 

What is common to value chains is the increasing concentration of power among a few 
actors, leading to increased horizontal and vertical coordination. The considerable 
purchasing power of large-scale retailers in particular, enables them to set private standards 
that are typically diverse, can be confusing, and are always more demanding than the public 
safety standards of most countries. Since standards can be influenced considerably by both 
public and private sectors, producers and processors of agricultural products have to serve 
many masters. 

The world’s largest grocery retail markets by value are now the USA, Japan, the PRC, India, 
and the UK, and by 2020 the PRC is expected to more than double its value and move into 
second place. All these markets share development characteristics defined by the nature of 
their distribution channels. Today's retail food industry increasingly resembles the definition 
of a classic oligopolistic industry. At the top are large multi-unit retailers that tend to 
dominate consumer food distribution in many countries. For example, in the US the top five 
supermarket chains accounted for over 40% of retail food sales in 2000, while in 1993 they 
accounted for 20%. In France during this same period, the top five chains increased market 
share from 48 to 61% while in Italy it more than doubled from 11 to 25% (Busch and Bain, 
2004).  

The largest are powerful multinationals and include US-based Wal-Mart with more than 
5,000 mostly hypermarket-type stores, France-based Carrefour with more than 11,000 
stores of varying formats, and Netherlands-based Royal Ahold with more than 5,000 
supermarkets. As reference, their annual revenue is greater than the total value of any 
country's agriculture sector. Wal-Mart revenues, for example, topped $300 billion, and its 
international sales exceeded $70 billion in 2006. Such dominant players are the major 
drivers behind a staggering global flow of commodities, products, information, and finance 
that coordinate the activities of hundreds of millions of farmers and affect billions of 
consumers.5  

                                                 
5 As an example, in Europe while there are around 3.2 million farmers and 160 million consumers, there are in 

fact only 600 supermarket companies and 100 wholesale distributors supplying the majority of the markets 
(Grievink, 2003). While most of the major supermarket chains have their own integrated distributor systems, 
the smaller chains and independents rely on outsourcing their purchasing and distribution systems to 
independent wholesalers. In another example from Australia, three supermarkets (Woolworths, Coles, and 
Franklins) control nearly 80 of the grocery sales, and three wholesalers (Davids, Australian Independent 
Wholesalers, and Foodland Associated Limited) supply all retailers (COA, 1999). AIW, is a subsidiary of 
Woolworths. The concentration of buying power in a few companies means that it is very difficult for 
smallholder farmers from developing countries to gain access to such high-value markets. 




