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THE ANATOMY OF STANDARDS AND CERTIFICATION 
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STANDARD-SETTING (e.g., 
principles, criteria, and indicators) 

TRAINING (e.g., producer & 
enterprise training and support) 

ASSURANCE (e.g., verification / 
certification, traceability) 

CLAIMS (e.g., eco-labels, B2B 
designations or differentiation) 



VOLUNTARY STANDARDS AND THEIR KIN 
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MONITORING & INDICATORS 
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Gov’t? Global Commodity 
Impact Indicators? 

“Meta-questions” for evaluation 
and continuous improvement: 
 
 
Do standards systems protect 
biodiversity and deliver other 
social and environmental public 
goods?  
 
 
Do standards systems benefit 
producers, companies, and other 
value chain actors? 
 
 
How could standards systems be 
adapted and improved to 
increase benefits to public and 
private actors, biodiversity 
conservation at full scale? 

^ 

^ 

^ 

and similar structured 
approaches to SCP 

and similar structured 
approaches to SCP 

and similar structured 
approaches to SCP 



HOW FAR ALONG ARE WE? 

“[the empirical evidence base provides] at best … very weak 
evidence for the hypothesis that ‘sustainable’ certification 

has positive socioeconomic or environmental impacts” 
 

A. Blackman and J. Rivera. 2010. Environmental certification and the Global Environment 
Facility: A STAP advisory document. GEF-STAP. 

No longer true! 



1. BETTER, MORE RAPID BENCHMARKING 

Source: Potts et al. 2014, State of Sustainability Initiatives report. 



2. SYSTEM-WIDE MONITORING OF BASIC INFORMATION 

Source: Potts et al. 2014, State of Sustainability Initiatives report. 



3. DEVELOPMENT OF COMMON INDICATORS & 
COMMON REPORTING 
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Source: D. Newsom and P. Bartemucci. 2014. Continuous improvement in action: 
An analysis of tea certification audit reports from Malawi, Rwanda and Tanzania. 
Rainforest Alliance, New York.  

Rainforest Alliance Certified tea farms in 
Malawi, Rwanda, and Tanzania 

4. SYSTEMATICALLY TRACKING PRACTICE ADOPTION 
AT FINE SPATIAL & TEMPORAL SCALE 



5. GROWING QUANTITY, RIGOR, AND  
RELEVANCE OF IMPACT STUDIES 

Sources: 
Colombia: Hughell, D. and D. Newsom. 2013. Impacts of Rainforest Alliance certification on coffee farms in Colombia. Rainforest Alliance, New York. 
Côte d’Ivoire: Committee on Sustainability Assessment. 2012. COSA survey of Rainforest Alliance certified farms. 

Productivity, gross revenue, and net revenue: 
cocoa farms in Côte d’Ivoire 

p < 0.05 for all comparisons 

Macroinvertebrate, stream integrity and water 
quality characteristics: RA-certified vs. 
noncertified coffee farms in Colombia 



6. BEGINNING TO CONSIDER LANDSCAPE & 
WATERSHED LEVEL EFFECTS 

Sources: Rueda, X., Thomas, N.E. & Lambin, E.F. 2014. Eco-certification and coffee cultivation enhance tree cover 
and forest connectivity in the Colombian coffee landscapes. Regional Environmental Change.  
Takahashi, R. & Todo, Y. 2013. The impact of a shade coffee certification program on forest conservation: a case 
study from a wild coffee forest in Ethiopia. J. Environ. Manage. 130, 48-54.  

Santander, Colombia (2003-2009 change) 

• RA-certified coffee farms in 
Santander, Colombia, increased 
levels of tree cover significantly 
more than non-certified farms; 
patterns detectible from satellite at 
landscape scale (Rueda et al. 2014) 

• In Ethiopia, natural forests with RA-
certified coffee were less likely to 
be deforested than forests without 
forest coffee or with non-certified 
coffee (Takahashi & Todo 2013). 



7. USING PRODUCTION-UNIT LEVEL DATA TO UNDERSTAND 
CONSERVATION IMPACT AT BROADER SCALES 

Over a 20-year period, FSC certified forest units experienced substantially lower 
rates of deforestation than nearby gazetted protected areas.  

Source: Hughell, D. and R. Butterfield. 2008. Impact of FSC Certification on Deforestation and 
the Incidence of Wildfires in the Maya Biosphere Reserve. Rainforest Alliance, New York.  



TAKING STOCK – THE VIEW FROM LATE 2014 
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PROGRESS 

• Better basic monitoring – who, 
where, what 

• Consensus on best practice in 
evaluation research, and a 
growing number of studies 

• Incipient collaboration toward 
sector-wide monitoring and 
reporting 

• Strong demand and interest for 
results data 

GAPS 

• Data consistency, quality, and 
accessibility are still works in 
progress 

• Evaluation research is still 
spread very thin – difficult to 
generalize 

• Collaboration based on 
goodwill; few mechanisms or 
systems to support it 

• Research and practice are 
weakly linked 



MOVING AHEAD – A ROADMAP? 
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INTERVENTION: activities 

to implement sustainability 

standards, including: 

• Standard setting 

• Market engagement to 

involve key supply chain 

actors 

• Training and support to 

encourage and enable 

uptake at the field level 

DEMAND for 

sustainably produced 

tropical agricultural 

commodities 

Motivated by consumers, 

companies, civil society, 

and governments 
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DIRECT INTERMEDIATE BROADER 

Farms retain or adopt 

environmental better 

management practices 

(BMPs) for farm 

operations as specified 

by sustainability standards 

Farms adhere to spatial 

planning, ecosystem 

set-aside, and 

mitigation requirements 

for farm siting and 

planning as specified by 

sustainability standards 
2a. Conservation value 

improved on certified 

farms 

3a. Pollution and other 

off-site negative 

impacts reduced 

from certified farms 

More direct; manifest over smaller 

spatial & temporal scales 
Less direct; manifest over larger 

spatial & temporal scales 
RESULTS 

1a. Natural ecosystems 

conserved on certified 

farms 

1b. Natural ecosystems 

and their connectivity 

conserved across key 

landscapes and regions 

2b. Conservation value 

improved across landscapes 

due to aggregation of on-

farm values on proximate 

sets of certified farms 

3b. Negative ecological 

impacts of agriculture 

reduced across landscapes 

and watersheds due to 

aggregation of lower-impact 

certified farming 

Source: Milder et al. in press. An agenda for assessing and improving conservation 
impacts of sustainability standards in tropical agriculture. Conservation Biology. 

MONITORING APPROACH REFLECTS WELL-DEFINED 
INTERVENTIONS & IMPACT HYPOTHESES 



CAPTURE BOTH BREADTH AND DEPTH 
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INDICATORS ARE FEASIBLE & MEANINGFUL … 
… TO THE RIGHT PEOPLE 
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Feasible to  
measure  
at scale 

Relevant  
to private 
business 

Relevant to gov’t or 
civil society guardians 
of public goods (social, 

env’l, economic 
development) 

 
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AN AGENDA TO MAKE IT HAPPEN 

• Advance progress on common 
indicators & reporting 

• Promote full implementation of 
system-wide monitoring 

• Develop common metrics to enhance data comparability  
• Establish regional monitoring efforts to track commodity 

impacts relative to specific issues or threats 

• Research platform for co-building 
evidence base 

• Data sharing mechanism 



THANK YOU 
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