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Over the past 20 years the number of standards and certification

programmes for agricultural production has grown rapidly.

Producers who want to export are confronted not only by a

plethora of import regulations, but also within import countries

by different niche markets for which specific requirements have 

to be fulfilled.

      This report gives an overview of standards and certification

programmes relevant for fruit and vegetable producers and

exporters in developing countries with a focus on the markets 

of the United States of America and the European Union. In 

addition, it gives an overview of current analytical work on 

standards and trade, reviews major assistance programmes related 

to standards and provides recommendations for further research.
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GLOSSARY OF BASIC CONCEPTS USED 
IN THIS REPORT

Accreditation
The evaluation and formal recognition of a certification programme by an authoritative 
body.

Audit
A systematic and functionally independent examination to determine whether activities 
and related results comply with planned objectives. For the certification programmes 
discussed in this report this normally means an on‑site visit to verify that the production 
process and/or products comply with the relevant standards. Audit is also used by 
buyers to mean visits to their suppliers to verify that products are produced according to 
product specifications and procedures as stipulated in contracts.

Auditor
The person appointed to undertake the audit. 

Auditing body
The body performing the auditing part of certification. Where a certification body 
performs its own audits, the certification body is also the auditing body.

Certification
A procedure by which a third party gives written assurance that a product, process or 
service is in conformity with certain standards. (ISO Guide 2, 1996).

Certification body
An organization performing certification. Sometimes referred to as the certifier or the 
certification agency. A certification body may oversee certification activities carried out 
on its behalf by other bodies. Standard owners may set requirements that certification 
bodies have to fulfil before they are allowed to certify against that standard.

Conformity assessment
Any activity concerned with determining directly or indirectly that relevant requirements 
are fulfilled. Typical examples of conformity assessment activities are sampling, testing and 
inspection; evaluation, verification and assurance of conformity (supplier’s declaration, 
certification); registration, accreditation and approval as well as their combinations. (ISO 
Guide 2, 12.2).

Control, control body
Terms commonly used by the trade when referring to audit and auditing body.

Equivalence
When two different standards and/or conformity assessment systems achieve the same 
objective, lead to the same result.

Inspection, inspector and inspection body
See: audit, auditor, auditing body.
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Label

Distinctive logo or statement that indicates that a product has been produced in 
compliance with a standard or that provides information on certain product characteristics. 
Labels are intended to make provision for informed decisions of purchasers.

Brand label
Logo that indicates the brand name of the product.

Private label
Term used in the trade to indicate that retailers sell products under their own 
name. Also called retailer branded products.

Certification label
Label to indicate that the product or the producing company has been certified 
against a certain standard.

Ecolabel
Label to indicate conformity to certain environmental standards. It is often 
used to mean lifecycle ecolabels that are granted by schemes that assess 
environmental impact of products on a lifecycle basis (production, consumption 
and waste disposal). In this publication, to avoid confusion, labels to indicate 
adherence to other types of environmental standards are called environmental 
labels.

Nutrition labels
Labels that contain information on the nutritional value of products.

Product specifications
Specifications used in contractual agreements between suppliers and buyers. Reference 
may be made to standards.

Regulations
Mandatory standards and rules that are set and enforced by governmental organizations. 
Such regulations may refer to standards set by other organizations.

Standards
Documented agreements containing technical specifications or other precise criteria to 
be used consistently as rules, guidelines or definitions, to ensure that materials, products, 
processes and services are fit for their purpose. (ISO Guide 2, 1996).

Corporate standards 
For the purpose of this report: Standards set by business, usually by industry 
associtions. (A document specifying requirements of a single company is 
normally not considered to be a standard. However, in the case of multinationals 
with many subsidiaries and suppliers, the distinction is less clear cut.).

Environmental standards
Standards for materials, products and production processes to ensure that 
negative impacts on the environment are minimal or kept within certain 
limits.
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Food safety standards

Standards for food production, processing, handling and distribution to ensure 
that food will not cause harm to the consumer when it is prepared and/or eaten 
according to its intended use. 

Labour standards 
Standards for working conditions to ensure workers’ rights are respected

Organic standards 
Standards for production and processing of organic agriculture products.

Private standards 
Standards set by the private sector. For the purpose of this report this includes 
both corporate and non‑profit NGO standards.

Social standards
Can be used to mean labour standards, but can also include standards on other 
social aspects of organizations and production facilities, such as the relation 
with neighbouring communities or minimum incomes for farmers.





xv

Introduction

Over the past 20 years the number of standards and certification programmes for 
agricultural production has grown rapidly. Producers who want to export are confronted 
not only by a plethora of import regulations, but also within import countries by different 
niche markets for which specific requirements have to be fulfilled. While the adoption 
of voluntary standards may grant export opportunities to farmers, they can also be 
considered barriers to entry for those who cannot apply them either because they are 
too onerous or because of the lack of knowledge about their requirements. In fact, some 
producers and exporters increasingly regard private standards as non‑tariff barriers to 
trade. New and more stringent standards are being developed year after year, and there 
is an urgent need to determine today, and in the future, the extent to which these govern 
world trade.

This report gives an overview of standards and certification programmes relevant 
for fruit and vegetable producers and exporters in developing countries with a focus 
on the markets of the United States and the European Union. In addition, it gives an 
overview of current analytical work on standards and trade, reviews major assistance 
programmes related to standards and provides recommendations for further research.

The concepts of standards and certification
One of the main objectives of standardization is that all companies in a given economic 
sector adhere to the same standards, i.e. the same procedures or product specifications. 
This may ease logistical procedures, facilitate trade, prevent consumer deception 
and improve quality. However, improvements in quality is not an automatic result of 
standardization. This will only be achieved when the advocated standard is a “high” 
standard, i.e. the requirements are an improvement in relation to common practice.

The International Organization for Standardization (ISO), defines standards as “…
documented agreements containing technical specifications or other precise criteria 
to be used consistently as rules, guidelines or definitions to ensure that materials, 
products, processes and services are fit for their purpose.”

From this definition it becomes clear that standards are not only used for 
standardization, but also as guidelines i.e. for capacity building. Agricultural standards 
usually do not have the purpose of standardization per se, but are developed to 
improve food safety, food quality or environmental and social sustainability in various 
farming and agrotrade systems.

A product standard is a set of criteria that products must meet. A process standard is a 
set of criteria for the production process. Most private standards discussed in this paper 
are process standards. Management system standards are a type of process standards 
that set criteria for management procedures, for example for documentation or for 
monitoring and evaluation procedures. They do not set criteria for the performance of 
the management system.

Setting international standards has proven to be difficult due to the variety of 
circumstances that exist around the world. This is especially true for agricultural 
practices, which have to respond to differences in climate, soils and ecosystems and 
are an integral part of cultural diversity. In response to this diversity, international 
standards are often generic standards to be used by local standard‑setting organizations 
or certification bodies to formulate more specific standards. 

Certification is a procedure by which a third party gives written assurance that a 
product, process or service is in conformity with certain standards (ISO Guide 2, 1996). 
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Certification can be seen as a form of communication along the supply chain. The 
certificate demonstrates to the buyer that the supplier complies with certain standards, 
which might be more convincing than if the supplier itself provided the assurance.

The organization performing the certification is called a certification body or 
certifier. The certification body may do the actual inspection or audit, or contract this 
out to an auditor (inspector) or auditing (inspection) body. The certification decision, 
i.e. the granting of the written assurance or “certificate”, is based on the inspection 
report, possibly complemented by other information.

The system of rules, procedures and management for carrying out certification, 
including the standard against which a company is being certified, is called the 
certification programme. One certification body may execute several different 
certification programmes. 

Certification is by definition done by a third party which does not have a direct 
interest in the economic relationship between the supplier and buyer. Certification is 
different from second‑party verification, where a buyer verifies whether the supplier 
adheres to a requirement. 

It is important to note that third‑party verification does not automatically 
guarantee impartiality or absence of conflicts of interest. For example, the standard 
may have been set by any party, e.g. by the producer or by the buyer, in which case 
their interests are likely to be reflected in the standard. When a standard setting body 
certifies against its standard, a conflict of interests may also arise. The standard‑setting 
body may want to see high implementation rates of its standard, or have a bias against 
certain types of producers or processors for ideological reasons, which may influence 
certification decisions. Finally, certification is a services industry and certification 
bodies compete for clients. They fear that they might lose clients if they are too strict 
in the interpretation of the standard.

To ensure that the certification bodies have the capacity to carry out certification 
programmes, they are evaluated and accredited by an authoritative institution. 
Certification bodies may have to be accredited by a governmental or parastatal institute, 
which evaluates compliance with guidelines for the operation of such bodies set by, for 
example, ISO, the European Union or some other entity. In addition, standard setting 
bodies may accredit certification bodies for the scope of their particular standard.

A certification label is a label or symbol indicating that compliance with a standard 
has been verified. The use of the label is usually controlled by the standard‑setting 
body. While the certificate is a form of communication between the seller and the 
buyer, the label is a form of communication with the end consumer. 

Standards and trade
Much has been written about the globalization and concentration that has taken place in 
the retailing industry for the last 20 years and is still developing. One of the consequences 
of retailers’ increasing bargaining power is that they can impose higher requirements onto 
their suppliers. These requirements not only include price and product specifications, but 
also apply to production, processing and transport. Some technical standards, such as 
those for bar‑coding, have been initiated by retailers to improve logistical processes. 
Other requirements have been included after pressure from civil society action groups. 
These relate mostly to the way the products are produced (e.g. no child labour). A third 
“driver” of standard development has been a tightening regulatory environment, such as 
increased levels of liability for food companies in relation to food safety aspects. Finally, 
competition on quality provides another incentive to adopt “high” standards.

Many retailers have their own specifications that are communicated solely to their 
suppliers and of which the outer world has little knowledge. For certain categories of 
standards, notably related to food safety, retailers and other buyers may implement 
standards as a group and require third party auditing and certificates. 
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Voluntary environmental and social standards are mostly advocated by 
non‑governmental organizations (NGOs) and implemented by the private sector. 
Verification of compliance with these standards is usually done through third party 
auditing and certification.

This proliferation of standards and accompanying certification systems has 
implications for export opportunities of developing country producers of fruits and 
vegetables. Standards affect areas that are of concern to many governments, such as 
food safety, the environment, labour conditions and market opportunities.

Contents of this report
The first part of this document provides an overview of current international agreements, 
national regulations and private standards governing trade in fruits and vegetables. It sets the 
ground for the analysis of the influence of standards on market opportunities for developing 
country producers and exporters of fruits and vegetables. It also provides insights into the 
degree of interaction between international agreements, governmental regulations and 
private standards. The overview starts with the international framework in which standards 
are set, and in subsequent chapters it reviews: general import and quality requirements; 
phytosanitary measures; food safety standards; sustainable agriculture standards and Good 
Agricultural Practices (GAP); environmental standards; organic standards; and labour and 
social standards.

Part Two lists a body of analytical studies by various academics and other experts on 
standards and trade, with a focus on the implications for fruit and vegetable exports from 
developing countries. The overview includes: studies on the impact of governmental 
regulations and private standards on trade; case studies; studies of the fruit and vegetable 
supply chain; studies on the economics of labelling and on markets for labelled products; 
discussions on standard setting and the design of conformity assessment programmes; 
studies on the relations between private standards and (inter)governmental standards; 
and discussions on policy options and technical assistance. The conclusion of Part Two 
highlights the areas where further research is needed.

Part Three provides a non‑exhaustive overview of operational initiatives by international 
organizations, bilateral agencies and NGO networks that address constraints and 
opportunities for fruit and vegetable exports from developing countries arising from 
private standards. 

Finally, Part Four discusses the main findings of the various chapters, draws conclusions 
and provides suggestions for follow‑up research.
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Previous work on private standards and certification, Trade and 
Markets Division1

The Trade and Markets Division (EST) of FAO, has been working 
on issues related to environmental and social certification, 
and monitoring markets for certified products since 1999. EST 
organized an international symposium in April 2004 with the 
participation of 120 representatives from NGOs, the private 
sector and intergovernmental institutions. The participants 
discussed voluntary standards and certification initiatives, 
including how these may benefit poor farmers, plantation 
workers, rural communities and society as a whole. 

The report2 of the meeting concludes that compliance with 
environmental and social standards results in an improvement 
of managerial and technical capabilities of farmers. Compliance 
also leads to a more rational use of inputs and may reduce 
pollution. For example, organic agriculture has beneficial 
impacts on soil, water resources and biodiversity. The 
adoption of standards may be a means to reduce poverty in 
rural communities and to ensure food security, as certification 
enables farmers from developing countries, especially small 
farmers, to enter the markets of developed countries where 
certified products may obtain a price premium. However, 
there are costs involved in implementing standards and 
obtaining certification, and these costs are generally borne 
by producers instead of being evenly distributed along the 
supply chain.

Standards intended to increase the safety of produced 
food were not discussed at the meeting. Effective food safety 
standards will be to the benefit of consumers, although 
they may increase production costs. Research has found 
that food safety issues a priori need not worsen agricultural 
export potential in developing countries. However, the 
re-organization of the export supply chain, mostly induced 
by retailer consortia in developed markets, is likely to have a 
significant impact on markets.3

1 For further information, please contact Pascal Liu, Economist (Trade), Trade Policy 
Service, Trade and Markets Division, FAO. Pascal.Liu@fao.org.

2 Liu P., Andersen M., Pazderka C. 2004. Voluntary standards and certification for 
environmentally and socially responsible agricultural production and trade. FAO 
Commodities and Trade Technical paper 5.

3 See for example Achterbosch, T. and van Tongeren, F. 2002. Food safety measures 
and developing countries: Literature overview; Agricultural Economics Research 
Institute, The Netherlands


