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Background

Organic products sales increased by over five billion US$ a year. The global organic food industry has been experiencing acute supply shortages since 2005. Among other constraints, the organic market is confronted with a multitude of standards, certification requirements and regulations that generate a substantial economic cost, administrative burden, obstacle to trade, and confusion to all those involved in the organic supply chain. In particular, the continuous development of the organic sector, especially for producers in developing countries, requires a clearer path towards efficient organic guarantee systems. In this context, there is a need to create an environment conducive to small farmers’ entry to organic export markets, through low-cost certification schemes and trusted organic food control systems in developing countries. [par.1-3]

Establishment of a Public-Private Partnership

In 2003, FAO joined forces with other organizations and formed the International Task Force on Harmonization and Equivalence in Organic Agriculture (ITF). This initiative was supported by several donor organizations. [par.4]

The ITF was composed of individuals working in government agencies, intergovernmental agencies, and civil society and other private sector organizations involved in organic agriculture regulation, standardization, accreditation, certification and trade. They focused on opportunities for harmonization, equivalence and other forms of cooperation within and between government and private organic guarantee systems. [par.5-6]

The ITF agreed that solutions should provide for the continued growth of organic agriculture and maintenance of its principles along the following criteria:

· benefit to producers and consumers and the organic market as a whole;

· recognition of national sovereignty;

· access to markets with minimal bureaucracy;

· fair competition among operators;

· adequate and consistent consumer protection and trust;

· sensitivity to different biophysical, socio-economic environments;

· support and involvement of stakeholders;

· support for market choice;

· transparency of operation and decision-making;

· special consideration to the situation of developing countries;

· building solutions on existing systems, programmes, and organizations, without the

· creation of new institutional structures. [par.7]

Activities and Results
Review Phase of the work analyzed the impact of existing organic certification requirements, standards and technical regulations on trade. It also reviewed current and potential models for harmonization, equivalence and mutual recognition in different sectors of the economy. 
Solutions Phase produced two practical tools for harmonization and equivalence, and recommendations, as described below. [par.9]

Requirements for certification bodies
The ITF developed the International Requirements for Organic Certification Bodies (IROCB). IROCB is a reference norm that can be used by governments and private accreditation and certification bodies as a means of accepting certification of organic products certified under foreign control systems. [par.10-12]
Equivalence agreements

The ITF developed the guidance document “Tool for Equivalence of Organic Standards and Technical Regulations” (EquiTool), based on the IFOAM “Criteria for Variations”. EquiTool is a set of procedures and criteria for deciding whether an organic production and processing standard applicable in one region of the world is equivalent to another organic standard. [par.14]

International Standards

1. CAC Guidelines for the Production, Processing, Labelling and Marketing of Organically Produced Foods 
2. IFOAM Basic Standards (IBS).

Governments tend to feel more comfortable with the Codex Alimentarius Commission as a standard-setter while the private sector feels more comfortable with IBS. [par.15]

Follow-up

Upon completion of its mandate ITF dissolved, after agreeing that:

• IFOAM will be the short-term steward of the IROCB and EquiTool documents. FAO and UNCTAD will clear any changes/revision to be brought to the tools;

• FAO, UNCTAD and IFOAM, have developed a follow-up project for assisting countries in the implementation of ITF tools and recommendations for the 2009-2011 period. A pledge has been received from one donor. [par.20]

A key follow-up action is the recognition of IROCB and EquiTool as international references:

• the ITF has delegated to IFOAM the task of bringing IROCB to the consideration of ISO, with a view to converging the ongoing revision of ISO 65 with IROCB. In the long term,

IROCB should become either an ISO or a Codex Alimentarius document.

• FAO member countries may consider proposing IROCB and EquiTool as a work item to the Codex Alimentarius Commission. [par.21]

The ITF agreements and recommendations give all stakeholders, private and public, guidance in reducing barriers to organic trade in a concrete and practical manner, with particular consideration of conditions in developing countries. There will not be one solution but many, and each actor (government or private organization) can choose the solutions that fit better with their systems and 
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