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Process standards are typically private in character and typically refer to the entire 
cultivation, packaging, or manufacturing process. These serve as criteria for sourcing 
decisions, and some pay closer attention to the responsible use of agrochemical inputs, 
energy, water, wastes, and the impact on communities and the environment. In addition to 
well-known process standards such as GAP, GMP, HACCP, and ISO, the cause-related 
standards are becoming increasingly popular. Some better-known examples are: 

1. Organic  
2. Fair Trade  
3. Ethical Trading Initiative  
4. Rainforest Alliance  
5. SA-8000  
6. UTZ Certified 

 
These are sometimes referred to as sustainability standards and are unique in that they can 
embody somewhat intangible social and environmental characteristics; see Error! 
Reference source not found.. Although all are managed by or originate from NGOs, these 
standards have evolved to become much more public in their objectives, transparency, and 
standard setting. All are nonprofit,9 and it can be argued that they fulfill a public good while 
filling a growing consumer demand. 

Organic  
Organic is the fastest-growing sector of the food industry, with global sales doubling since 
2001 and exceeding US$40 billion in 2007.10 High market growth rates are leading to supply 
shortages in some sectors such as fresh produce, meat, dairy, and certain processing 
ingredients. The Asia region alone has experienced triple-digit growth in organic farmland 
between 2000 and 2006. The International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements 
(IFOAM) is the global coordinating body for Organics. 

Organic standards are among the most misunderstood. They are sometimes considered to 
be simply the absence of synthetic inputs; however, this is only one aspect of an organic 
system. Organic agriculture relies on scientific and traditional knowledge to work with 
biological and mechanical methods to manage ecological systems. It works to optimize 
quality and sustainability while reducing external inputs and synthetic materials. 

Social issues such as labor rights and conditions are also part of organic principles but not 
commonly part of certification requirements. General environmental principles are clearly 
embedded in organic principles, but specific guidelines on aspects such as biodiversity are 
not necessarily part of the certification processes. Organic certification can also apply to 
processed food, and in this case most artificial preservatives or additives are avoided. 

For the purposes of most trade, organic products are third-party certified and include both 
internal controls and traceability. However, for local applications, different credence 
mechanisms are often utilized that do not depend on formal certification processes. These 
are often lower in cost and can be equally effective (Giovannucci, 2005). 

                                                 
9  In some countries organic standards have become public standards by virtue of laws that regulate their 

application. 
10 Calculation based on historic growth data reported by IFOAM and Organic Monitor 

Table 2: Comparative Overview of Some Popular Process or Sustainability Standards 

Feature Organic Fair Trade Rainforest Alliance 

Premium Premium likely paid Premium assured Modest premium often 
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Eco-friendly or Safe Foods 
A broad range of standards exists that are focused primarily on ecological systems and the 
assurance of agricultural products produced in a manner that avoids toxic chemicals or other 
forms of contamination. Rainforest Alliance standards are among the best known of this 
category and are sourced in dozens of countries for sale primarily to the US, Europe, and 
Japan. Some nations have also developed standards. Japan has a government production 
standard that references ecologically friendly measures as well as food safety and requires 
certification by an accredited body. In the PRC  “Green Foods” are government-certified 
products are labeled under government supervision as safe from chemical contamination 
with their production and processing using more environmentally friendly processes. This 
standard is recognized only in the PRC, but some trading partners in Japan and Europe 
have accepted it as a substitute assurance for basic food safety measures. In 2003, green 
food exports topped US$1.5 billion. Other governments including Malaysia and Thailand 
have developed certifiable standards for agriculture. In India, less formal approaches include 
several traditional holistic farming systems based on ancient techniques for soil and animal 
management that eschew synthetic inputs and are in harmony with natural on-farm inputs 
and cycles. These are neither government regulated nor formally certified but are followed in 
many of the country’s regions and are commonly called either “Jaivic Krishi” or “Vedic 
Krishi.”  

especially if certified - but not 
assured 

paid but not assured 

Yield and 
quality 

Short-term impact on yields 
may be negative; possibly 
positive impact on some 
aspects of quality 

Only indirect (and 
possibly positive) impact 
of yields and quality due 
to higher income for 
inputs and labor 

Potentially negative 
yield impact; possibly 
positive impact on 
some aspects of 
quality 

Other income 
impacts 

Possibility of selling other 
organic products from the 
certified farm; income 
diversification 

Group collaboration 
facilitates economies of 
scale 

Possibility of selling 
forest as well as 
agricultural products 

Market access Access to well-established 
and reliable market 

Access to small but well-
established market 

Buyers and markets 
limited but increasing 
fast with major brands  

Extension, 
credit 

Possible extension from 
supportive NGOs but limited 
support from public system 

Improved access to trade 
financing and credit and 
improved financial 
position of cooperatives 

Possible agro-forestry 
extension from 
supportive NGOs, but 
limited support from 
public system 

Social impact 
and 
organizational 
capacity  
 

Potential increase in mutual 
support among farmers to 
solve farming management 
problems 

Increased organizational 
capacity of participating 
farmers; access to 
training; community 
projects 

Through social norms 

Environmental 
impact 

Improved soil fertility as well 
as resistance to drought and 
erosion; no synthetic 
agrochemicals  

Limited environmental 
benefits 

Improved biodiversity 
and agro-ecological 
conditions 

Risk, planning 
capabilities 

Risk reduction through 
reduced external inputs; no 
mono-cropping; soil 
resilience 

Cooperative level 
planning; guaranteed 
price reduces risk 

Integrated pest 
management  

Source: Adapted with modifications from Giovannucci and Ponte (2005). 




