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Executive summary 
 
The aim of this study was to prepare an overview 
of how existing standards and labels promote bi-
odiversity-friendly production and commerciali-
zation.  
The study makes a brief assessment of their 
contribution to conserving biodiversity, and gives 
proposals for improving certification schemes 
and labels – providing thereby the project Private 
Business Action for Biodiversity with relevant in-
formation for its scoping phase.  
While Part 1 of this document gives a contextual 
overview, in Part 2 a conceptual framework with 
the main terms for this report is presented. 
Based on a literature review of the main con-
cepts, the term “Biodiversity-friendly production 
and commercialization / market access” should 
be considered from a practical perspective, 
where biodiversity-friendly production and mar-
ket access includes: 

 

 Production or wild collection coming from 
managed systems that consider more ef-
ficient or lower impact production meth-
ods, practices, and measures for biodiver-
sity conservation in all its dimensions 
(genes, species, ecosystems) and inter/in-
tra relationships; 

 Reduced environmental impact of goods 
and services as well as specific drivers of 
biodiversity loss (i.e.: over use, pollution, 
habitat loss, GHG emissions); 

 Standards and certification schemes 
supporting consumers and producers in dis-
tinguishing conventional products from bio-
diversity-friendly ones; 

 Promoting small farmer organizations 
and improve business capacities to man-
age landscapes sustainably, by generating 
and bringing various ecosystem services 
(i.e., foods, timber, non-forest timber prod-
ucts (NTFPs), water regulation, or climate 
regulation) into diverse markets; 

 Channeling revenues to small farmers and 
local and indigenous communities in order 
to compensate them for the forgone higher 
earnings from an otherwise more intensive 
but unsustainable land use, thereby inter-
nalizing biodiversity values (i.e., through 
market access, price premiums, payments 
for ecosystems services, or benefit sharing 
mechanisms) and creating positive incen-
tives towards biodiversity conservation; 

 The use of innovative financing mecha-
nisms, such as biodiversity banking or pay-
ments for ecosystem services, which con-
tribute to conservation and sustainable 
practices in value chains. 

 

Part 3 presents a summary of some relevant 
trends on Voluntary Sustainability Standards 
(VSS). Identified trends show a significant 
growth in the number of standards. The high 
growth rate recorded in the last two decades can 
be explained with the development of sector-
specific standards (such as for palm oil, soy-
beans, biofuels, or carbon) and guidelines devel-
oped by leading companies for their specific sec-
tors. At the same time, there seems to be a ten-
dency within these standards to reduce envi-
ronmental criteria, and thus possible positive 
impacts concerning biodiversity. However, 
and parallel to this trend, some biodiversity-
specific standards have appeared, such as 
the Climate, Community & Biodiversity Stand-
ards (CCBS), the Union for Ethical BioTrade cer-
tification (UEBT), and the LIFE certification 
scheme.  
 
It can also be observed that in the last decade 
some environmental criteria in standards have 
become more commonly used, such as the 
measurement of criteria related to greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions, carbon offsets and en-
ergy.   
Meanwhile, a slight proportional decrease has 
been observed for biodiversity criteria in cer-
tification processes and thus standards, 
probably due to a favorable environment for the 
promotion and expansion of markets for ser-
vices, such as carbon credits or biofuels.   
 
Marked growth of different standards and their 
respective environmental claims have generated 
confusion and consumer distrust. In re-
sponse, cooperation among certification 
schemes could help to integrate specific criteria, 
best practices or standards for specific commod-
ities. Examples of collaboration between 
schemes include Union for Ethical BioTrade 
(UEBT) and UTZ for herbal teas, or the Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC) and Gold Standard 
in the case of forestry carbon fixation. Collabora-
tion between certification schemes is expected 
to increase, as these perceive greater pressure 
to improve consumer trust and traceability.  
 
Part 4 reviews how VSS, labels, and certification 
schemes take account of the conservation of bi-
odiversity. All assessed standards can, to a var-
ying degree, be improved to better 
acknowledge biodiversity. The literature re-
viewed identified inconsistencies in the termi-
nology used to refer to biodiversity and eco-
system services. Additionally, the existence of 
many criteria that may be related to biodiversity 
or ecosystem services (soil, water, pollutants or 
GHG) increases the complexity of identifying 
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clearly the contributions of standards to the pro-
tection and conservation of biodiversity.  
 
The study further analyses in how far sector-spe-
cific standards reflect environmental aspects. 
Thereby we can assume that single-sector 
standards cover less environmental criteria 
than multi-sector standards. The more spe-
cific a standard, the lesser the coverage of bi-
odiversity-related criteria.  
 
The literature review identifies the main drivers 
of biodiversity loss in the overriding standards 

as overexploitation, habitat destruction, frag-
mentation and degradation. However, invasive 
species and Genetically Modified Organisms 
(GMOs), lack of research and development, lack 
of awareness and education, as well as energy 
use and climate change/GHGs are still often 
poorly considered as contributing to biodiversity-
loss.  
 
Part 5 presents a reflection on the information 
provided in prior parts, discussing to what extent 
existing standards and labels are appropriate for 
promoting biodiversity-friendly production and 
commercialization and what other mechanisms 
are available in order to increase consumer 
awareness.   
Regarding communication means, most stand-

ards schemes analyzed have links to marketing 
and labelling activities. Despite the business to 
consumer model having the largest market 
share, business to business models (“B2B”) 
have grown faster in the last years, making 

seals and labels the leading means of communi-
cation.  
Our analysis indicates that seals and labels can 
support change in the mainstreaming of best 

practices and in changing the perspective of pro-
ducers towards supporting biodiversity. Never-
theless, not enough mechanisms exist to in-
form transparently about the impacts of the 
implementation of good practices, thus hin-

dering a profound change towards a more biodi-
versity-friendly /sustainable consumption.  
It is important that organizations and research 
partners, which develop and set standards, con-
sider biodiversity-specific monitoring in sus-

tainable production or management plans. Inte-
grated monitoring as a basis of continual im-
provement of certification and auditing allows 
farmers, producers or collectors to perceive in a 
more direct way the impacts of their work on bi-
odiversity. Furthermore, this information can be 
used for communication with the consumer. 
Monitoring data can also be very useful for plan-
ning and strategic land and environmental man-
agement.  

Concerning a successful communication strat-
egy for promoting biodiversity protection, it is 
recommended to use a variety of communica-
tion and marketing tools in addition to labels, 
such as annual biodiversity or sustainability re-
ports, documentaries for television and radio or 
collaboration with respected non-profit or civic 
organizations.  
 
Part 6 compiles recommendations on how to 
integrate biodiversity better into existing 
standards. There exist several possible ways in 
which standards’ policies relating to biodiversity 
and ecosystem services could be improved. The 
following paragraphs summarize the most rele-
vant recommendations and proposals to im-
prove existing standards and labels found in the 
literature review: 
 

 Adopt internationally recognized defini-
tions and integrate more explicit biodi-
versity criteria into current schemes 

 Incorporate an ecosystem services ap-
proach and acknowledge the value of 
ecosystem services  

 Include broader landscape / seascape 
considerations in certification processes 

 Recognize and reflect local values in biodi-
versity criteria and indicators  

 Promote the adoption of the “mitigation hi-
erarchy” and “no-net-loss” approaches   

 Include considerations for protected areas, 
Indigenous and Community Conserved 
Areas (ICCA) and priority conservation 
areas 

 Address direct drivers of biodiversity and 

ecosystem services loss 

 Training in the field of biodiversity for certi-
fiers and auditors 

 Implement a monitoring system for the 
impact on biodiversity at a regional scale 

 Increase consumer awareness and pres-
sure for certified products within the supply-
chain management by large commercial 
buyers  (supply push and market pull) 

 Develop a Biodiversity Standards Toolkit 
 
Finally, Part 7 lists some initiatives, projects, and 
actors dealing with the inclusion of conservation 
and sustainable use of biodiversity into existing 
standards and labels. These activities could help 
the Private Business Action for Biodiversity pro-
ject to identify potential partners and concrete 
actions at various levels (e.g., multilateral, inter-
national, or national). The document ends with 
literature references and annexes for further 
reading. 
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1. Context 
 
1.1 The project Private Business Action for  

Biodiversity 
 

The aim of the global project is to systematize 
mechanisms, processes and instruments that 
promote biodiversity-friendly production and 
commercialization in terms of their possibilities 
and potentials and to test pilot approaches in 
three partner countries. 
The project contributes to the identification and 
promotion of promising measures and instru-
ments for biodiversity-friendly production from 
public and non-public sources. It delivers im-
portant lessons and recommendations for 
achieving the Aichi Targets 3, 4 and 20. 
One possible set of instruments for promoting bi-
odiversity-friendly production and commerciali-
zation are standards and labels. There exist var-
ious sector-specific investigations into the extent 
to which existing standards and labels promote 
the conservation and sustainable use of biodi-
versity, as well as into the initiatives that attempt 
to improve standards and labels. Nevertheless, 
to date these have not achieved a significant ev-
idence-based transformation towards a more 
sustainable production or commercialization. 

 
1.2 Standards schemes and the Aichi Tar-

gets 
 
Biodiversity and, to some extent, ecosystem ser-
vice safeguards are becoming a common feature 
of standards systems that aim to achieve social, 
economic and environmental sustainability of 
economic activities (CBD-UNEP, 2012)1. 
The importance of addressing underlying causes 
and reducing pressures of biodiversity loss is re-
flected in the goals and targets declared in the 
Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020, 
adopted in Nagoya in 2010. 
With respect to biodiversity preservation, VSS 
have the potential to directly and concretely sup-
port the Strategic Goals within the Convention on 
Biological Diversity’s (CBD) Strategic Plan (Potts 
et al 2016). 
The missions of many standards systems are of-
ten already aligned with one or several of the 
Aichi Targets. For example, the sustainable har-
vest of aquatic species (Target 6) is the key in-
tent of many fisheries based standards; and the 
sustainable management of agriculture, aqua-
culture, and forestry areas (Target 7) is key to 
standards within those sectors. In turn, stand-
ards can contribute to the achievement of these 

                                                
1 COP 11 Decision XI/7, paragraph 4e): “The Conference of the Parties encour-
ages businesses...to adopt practices and strategies that contribute to achieving 
the goals and objectives of the Convention and the Aichi Biodiversity Tar-
gets...and to consider...the use of voluntary standards and certification schemes 

targets in multiple ways that can be reflected in 
the principles defined by each standard system.  
The Aichi Targets can therefore be useful to 
identify those aspects of biodiversity and ecosys-
tem services to 
which standards 
can reasonably 
contribute, and, to 
maximize the po-
tential for achieving 
the objectives of the 
CBD and other re-
lated international 
conventions. 
 
For example, while 
the role of a forestry 
standard in pre-
venting habitat loss may be commonly identified, 
their potential to contribute to landscape connec-
tivity or the importance of respecting the 
knowledge and practices of indigenous and local 
peoples may be less well recognized (CBD-
UNEP, 2012). 
The CBD provides the international legal ba-
sis for biodiversity-positive standards. It 
does so by defining biodiversity and activities re-
lated to biodiversity conservation, and by defin-
ing key terms and sector-specific programs of 
work. Important terms defined by the CBD range 
from ‘ecosystem’ and ‘habitat’ to ‘protected area’ 
and ‘sustainable use.’ Also, the CBD provides 
“programmatic guidance for agriculture, finance, 
fisheries, forestry, tourism, and many other ar-
eas of business” (Wenban-Smith, 2012). 

 
“…standards may be particularly valuable in providing fur-
ther guidance. Given the variety of types of genetic re-
sources, purposes for their utilization, and sectors in which 
they are utilized, such guidance is fundamental for the Na-
goya Protocol implementation at national level. Indeed, in-
ternationally recognized standards are likely to prove too 
critical to define, complement, and facilitate the implemen-
tation of broader legal requirements with more specific 
guidelines and tools for putting access and benefit sharing 
into practice...”  
 
Maria Julia Oliva, Senior adviser of Access and Benefit Sharing, Union of 
Ethical BioTrade, in the context of the implementation of the Nagoya Protocol 
(Oliva, 2012). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

that incorporate effective safeguards for biodiversity, considering the needs of 
developing countries and those with economies in transition.” 

70 percent of projected losses in 
terrestrial biodiversity are at-
tributed to agriculture through 
widespread land conversion 
(habitat destruction and forest 
fragmentation), introduction of 
exotic species, pollution and soil 
degradation (IISD 2016).  

According to a Food and Agri-
culture Organization (FAO) esti-
mate, over 70% of the world’s 
fish species are either fully ex-
ploited or depleted due to over-
fishing. 
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1.3 Greening commodities to generate  
financial resources for biodiversity and eco-
system services  
 
Green commodities generate financial resources 
directly from consumers by applying a price pre-
mium to goods that are produced using biodiver-
sity-friendly methods.  
A common example is shade-grown coffee, 
which is produced under a canopy of tropical 
trees (rather than in a deforested field), providing 
thus habitat for tropical species along with other 
ecosystem services such as climate change mit-
igation.  
When consumers purchase a green commodity, 
they pay a certain price for the consumption of 
the private good (for example the coffee), and an 
additional price premium for the provision of the 
public good (in this case the sustainable use of 
biodiversity and ecosystem services).  
Green commodities are innovative in a sense 
that they insert environmental benefits into com-
modity markets, allowing ecosystem services to 
be traded in global markets (Parker et al., 2012). 

 
1.3 Aim, methodology and structure of this 

study 
 

The aim of this study is to prepare an overview 
of how existing standards and labels promote bi-
odiversity-friendly production and commerciali-
zation, jointly with a brief assessment of their 
contribution to conserving biodiversity and to 
make proposals for improving them.  

This report is based on a secondary analysis of 
available literature and studies. These have in-
vestigated groups of existing standards and la-
bels regarding their relevance to environmental 
issues and the conservation and sustainable use 
of biodiversity. Information from various compar-
ative studies on certification programs, sustaina-
bility standards, and initiatives was found, col-
lected and complemented with published re-
search articles and reports. Thereby, their rele-
vance with regard to sustainable standards, cer-
tification schemes and biodiversity was as-
sessed. 
Online searches were conducted using simple 

search terms such as “biodiversity” ”ecosystem 
services”, “certification”, “standards”, or combi-
nations such as “business AND biodiversity AND 
certification”. The resulting citations were traced 
to the original publications, and these were stud-
ied in as much detail as possible, given the time 
limit for this review. 
This review cannot claim to be complete or ad-
dress all relevant documents.  

 

  

Document structure according to key ques-
tions addressed in this analysis: 

1. What is the main interpretation of the term 
‘biodiversity-friendly production and com-
mercialization/ marketing’? and what are 
the main trends and challenges in the cur-
rent discussion on biodiversity-friendly pro-
duction and commercialization?  

2. What standards and certification systems 
take account of the conservation of biodi-
versity? Which sectors and regions do these 
standards and labels relate to, and in what 
way and to what extent do they take the 
conservation of biodiversity into account?  

3. What initiatives/projects are already in 
place to integrate the conservation and sus-
tainable use of biodiversity more closely 
into existing standards and labels? And who 
are the key actors who are already active in 
this field?  

4. What proposals could be developed to im-
prove existing standards and labels to fur-
ther promote the conservation and sustain-
able use of biodiversity and what recom-
mendations to implementing them? 

The value of standard-compliant production across ba-
nana, coffee, cocoa, tea, sugar, cotton, palm oil, and soy-
bean production sectors, where VSS operate (including 
fisheries and timber), was estimated to be worth more 
than USD$ 50 billion in 2014. The World Bank estimates 
that the economic losses due to overfishing are around 
US$ 50 billion per year, representing more than a third of 
global fish trade. Compared to other green products, ag-
ricultural commodities are a promising option for mobi-
lizing private finance to promote biodiversity conserva-
tion (Ecosystem Marketplace, 2008) 

The transition towards sustainable production 
represents a vehicle for channelling investment 
by consumers and companies in the promotion 
of sustainable practices. (IISD, 2016) 
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2. Conceptual framework  
 

As a starting point, an interpretation and defini-
tion of the term biodiversity-friendly production 
and commercialization and the main concepts 
associated with it will be discussed. These in-
clude: biodiversity, ecosystem services, VSS, 
and market access. 

 

 
2.1 Biodiversity 
 
The CBD definition of biodiversity is internation-
ally accepted and refers to the variety of life on 
Earth. It includes the vast array of genetically dis-
tinct populations within species, as well as the 
full variety of species and communities, and the 
ecosystems of which they are part. It is an em-
bracive concept, referring to the entire eco-
sphere and all its ecosystems and component 
living parts, and the ecological and evolutionary 
processes that keep them functioning, yet ever 
evolving (Earth Watch, IUCN, and WBCSD, 
2002). 
 
2.2 Ecosystem services 
 
Biodiversity underlines the functioning of eco-
systems. The so-called ecosystem services (ES) 
are “the direct and indirect contributions of eco-
systems to human well-being” (TEEB, 2010), al-
lowing also businesses to operate. Business 
sectors such as food and beverage, textiles, or 
nature-based tourism are directly dependent on 
ecosystem services that healthy environments 
provide. Examples of ecosystem services in-
clude raw materials (e.g., food or timber), fresh-
water, climate regulation, protection from natural 
hazards, erosion control, and recreational 
spaces.  
 
2.3 Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) 
 
One of the many economic instruments available 
to both the private and public sector to help ad-
dress biodiversity as an environmental issue is 

the wider use of standards, certification, and 
eco-labelling schemes. Standards and eco-la-
belling can be used to demonstrate preferable 
products, services, or companies based on envi-
ronmental, social, health, and safety standards, 
criteria, or other performance metrics  
 

 
(KPMG, 2012). There exist various types of vol-
untary sustainability standards: some focus on 
specific sectors such as forest management, ag-
riculture, mining or fisheries; and some are in-
tended to support groups such as cooperatives, 
small-scale farmers or artisanal miners. Some 
focus on specific environmental concerns such 
as water use, waste and pollution, biodiversity 
loss, GHG emissions or social issues like labor 

conditions, workers’ rights, child labor and fair 
trade; some cover the full range of environmental 
impacts throughout a product’s life cycle, from 
the extraction of raw materials to a product’s final 
disposal; and others identify and promote ‘best 
practices’, supporting continuous improvement 
or aiming to combine both approaches. VSS may 
be developed by individual businesses, business 
associations, environmental or social NGOs or 
governments, or through multi-stakeholder initi-
atives that attempt to balance the interests of a 
range of stakeholders. 
 

 
2.4 Biodiversity-friendly products  
 
Numerous and disperse uses of the term biodi-
versity-friendly production exist, from the parties 
of the CBD to those adoptions and adaptations 
from NGOs, private businesses, or researchers.  

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 
one of the main agreements of the 1992 Rio 
Summit and adopted by over 180 countries, de-
fines biodiversity as:   
“…the variability among living organisms from 
all sources including, inter alia, terrestrial, ma-
rine and other aquatic ecosystems and the eco-
logical complexes of which they are part; this 
includes diversity within species, between spe-
cies and of ecosystems…” 

CBD 1992. 

Biodiversity  
Friendly  
Products 

 

Market 

Access 

Ecosys-
tem Servi-

ces  

Voluntary  
Sustainabilty 

Standards  
Biodiverstiy 

Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) are spe-
cific requirements that producers, traders, manu-
facturers, retailers or service providers may be 
asked to meet, relating to a wide range of sustaina-
bility metrics, including respect for basic human 
rights, worker health and safety, the environmental 
impacts of production, community relations, land 
use planning and others. 

 
United Nations Forum of Sustainability Standards (UNFSS) 
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The box below shows some of the definitions 
found in the literature review. 
 

Some definitions for the term biodiversity-
friendly production 
The United Nations Conference of Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) defines Biotrade2 as 
those activities of collection / production, transfor-
mation, and commercialization of goods and ser-
vices derived from native biodiversity, under crite-
ria3 of environmental, social, and economic sustain-
ability. 
The TEEB report for national and international 
policies (2010) suggests that biodiversity-friendly 
products and services are different from other 
products and services because they are based on the 
sustainable use of ecosystem services and biodiver-
sity (e.g. ecotourism or biotrade). They also have a 
reduced direct impact on biodiversity due to the 
adoption of low-impact or more efficient produc-
tion and processing methods (e.g., reduced impact 
of forestry or fisheries or decreased pollution load 
of biodegradable detergents or CO2 emissions). 
Brazil’s Environmental Ministry adopted the term 
socio-biodiversity, defined as those goods and services 
(i.e. final products, raw materials, or benefits) gener-
ated from biodiversity which aim at developing 
value chains including the interests of traditional 
peoples, communities and family farmers. Thereby, 
the values and maintenance of their practices, 
knowledge, and rights is promoted and income gen-
erating activities are ensured, improving the quality 
of life and that of the environment in which the 
groups mentioned live in. 
In a research paper, Fischer et al. (2013) state that 
biodiversity-friendly farming can be enhanced 
through a series of local management measures, 
which relate to the retention of native vegetation, 
the maintenance of structural complexity, the 
avoidance of chemicals, and the use of regionally-
proven beneficial farming methods (many of which 
are related to the balance between disturbance 
events and periods of rest). 
More recently, a book by Aerni (2015) refers to bio-
diversity markets in a broader sense including any pay-
ment for the protection, restoration or management 
of biodiversity. Such markets are generally based on 
government mediated payments or on private con-
tributions to voluntary markets comprising certified 
biodiversity-friendly products and services, dona-
tions for biodiversity conservation, research, biodi-
versity offsets, payments for biodiversity manage-
ment, ecotourism and recreation, and others (Aerni, 
2015). 

 

                                                
2 http://unctad.org/en/Pages/DITC/Trade-and-Environment/BioTrade.aspx 

3  Biotrade Principles: 1. Conservation of biodiversity; 2. Sustainable use of bio-
diversity; 3. Fair and equitable sharing of benefits derived from the use of biodi-
versity; 4. Socio-economic sustainability (productive, financial and market man-
agement); 5. Compliance with national and international regulations; 6. Respect 
for the rights of actors involved in BioTrade activities; 7. Clarity about land tenure, 
use and access to natural resources and knowledge 

4 https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/markacc_e/markacc_e.htm  

2.5 Market access 
 
The definition of market access was found to be 
dependent on the context in which the term is 
used. Its thematic emphasis varies according to 
the orientation that the user wants to give to the 
term. For example, from a legal perspective it 
concentrates on the tariff and non-tariff condi-
tions and measures that condition the entry of 
specific goods and services into the markets. 
From a commercial perspective, emphasis is 
placed on the ability of exporters to penetrate the 
corresponding market of another country or to 
the skills and capabilities required by a particular 
target group or sector (e.g., vulnerable family 
farmers or biodiversity-friendly products).  
For businesses, the degree of market access de-
pends on the complexity and magnitude of the 
established trade barriers. A challenge for biodi-
versity-friendly products is the lack of specific 
statistics for products that are currently being 
marketed, many of which fall into the "other" cat-
egory in the "Harmonized Commodity Descrip-
tion and Coding System". The box below pro-
vides three examples of definitions for ‘market 
access’ found in the literature review. 
 

Definitions found in literature for the term mar-
ket access 
The World Trade Organization’s (WTO)4 frame-
work refers to market access as a legalistic term, out-
lining the government-imposed conditions under 
which a product may enter a country under non-dis-
criminatory conditions. It is expressed through bor-
der measures including tariff5 and non-tariff6 
measures, regulations, and technical barriers to 
trade7 for the entry of specific goods and services 
into a market.  
The International Tropical Timber Organiza-
tion (ITTO8) defines market access as the extent to 
which products and services can be freely traded into 
export markets. 
For the International Fund for Agriculture De-
velopment (IFAD), market access means the ability 
of small farmers to acquire farm inputs and services 
as well as their ability to deliver agricultural products 
to buyers.  

 
2.6 Conclusion 
 
Overall, the term biodiversity-friendly production 
and market access is seen from a more practical 
perspective including the following aspects: 

5 i.e.: customs tariffs on imports of goods 

6 Today there is a clear tendency for tariffs to decrease, but at the same time 
international trade is also exposed to the proliferation of various national controls 
on imports such as: pre-shipment inspections; competition policies; sanitary and 
phytosanitary measures; compliance with international standards on product 
quality, labelling and packaging, among others. 

7 I.e.: certification, codes of good practice, standards, among others. 

8 http://www.itto.int/ 

http://unctad.org/en/Pages/DITC/Trade-and-Environment/BioTrade.aspx
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 Production or wild collection coming from 
managed systems that consider more 
efficient or lower impact production 
methods, practices, and measures for bi-
odiversity conservation in all its dimen-
sions (genes, species, ecosystems) and 
inter/intra relationships; 

 Reduced environmental impact of goods 
and services as specific drivers of biodi-
versity loss (i.e.: over use, pollution, hab-
itat loss, GHG emissions); 

 Standards and certification schemes 
supporting consumers and producers in 
distinguishing conventional products from 
biodiversity-friendly ones; 

 Promoting small farmer organizations 
and improve business capacities to 
manage landscapes sustainably, by gen-
erating and bringing various ecosystem 
services (i.e., foods, timber, non-forest 

timber products (NTFPs), water regula-
tion, or climate regulation) into diverse 
markets; 

 Channeling revenues to small farmers 

and local and indigenous communities in 
order to compensate them for the forgone 
higher earnings from an otherwise more 
intensive but unsustainable land use, 
thereby internalizing biodiversity values 
(i.e., through market access, price premi-
ums, payments for ecosystems services, 
or benefit sharing mechanisms) and creat-
ing positive incentives towards biodiver-
sity conservation; 

 The use of innovative financing mecha-
nisms such as biodiversity banking or 
payments for ecosystem services which 
contribute to conservation and sustainable 
practices in value chains. 



 
 

13 
 

3. Summary of current trends on Voluntary Sustainability Standards 
 
3.1 An increasing world of standards and la-
bels 
 
To date, the Eco-Label Index9 tracks 465 eco-
labels in 199 countries and 25 registered indus-
try sectors. Also, the International Trade Cen-
tre’s Sustainability Standards Map10 includes 
235 registered sustainability standards. 
The figure below provides an overview of the to-
tal number of schemes (cumulative growth) in 
Environmental Labelling and Information 
Schemes (ELIS)11, between 1970 and 2012.   

 
The figure shows relatively limited numbers until 
the mid-1980s, then a rapid growth from around 
1988 to 2009 with five times more labels regis-
tered than previously, and then reaches a plat-
eau from 2010 to 2012 (OECD, 2013).  
 
Standards and systems for certifying ecological 
and social sustainability have been developed 
for a wide array of goods and services.  
Agricultural products, for example, may be pro-
duced according to one of the many organic 
standards schemes linked to the International 
Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements 
(IFOAM), Organic International, in line with the 
standards of the Rainforest Alliance’s Sustaina-
ble Agriculture program, UTZ Certified, or the 
Fairtrade Labelling Organizations (FLO), among 
others.  
Forest products may be grown and produced in 
accordance with the standards of the Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC) or the Programme 
for the Endorsement of Forest Certification 
(PEFC).  
Similarly, seafood harvests may be managed ac-
cording to the Marine Stewardship Council 

                                                
9 Website for the global monitoring of ecolabels. 

10 Standards Map provides information over 210 standards, codes of conduct, 
audit protocols addressing sustainability hotspots in global supply chains. Ac-
cessed on: http://www.intracen.org/itc/market-data/standards-map/participating-
standards/ 

(MSC) certification system, the Friend of the Sea 
program, or other schemes.  
Today, these certification schemes, eco-labels, 
and standards range from certifying commodi-
ties such as coffee, forest products, palm oil etc., 
to those certifying broader sustainability criteria 
across different production processes and sec-
tors (e.g., biofuels, computers, or buildings). Ad-
ditionally to those certifying specific commodi-
ties, some standards - such as Social Accounta-
bility International (SAI)12 - cover a broad range 
of products in multiple industries.   
 
The standard setting certification schemes men-
tioned in the previous paragraph are among the 
best known within the traditional sectors. Addi-
tionally, other voluntary systems arise in sectors 
such as biotrade, mining, energy, water, carbon, 
or biodiversity offsetting. The box highlights 
some of the drivers that can explain the growing 
prevalence of standards and eco-labels.  
 

Main drivers that explain the impressive growth 
of standards and eco-labels in the last decade 

 Loss of confidence in agricultural production. 

 Disillusion of the effectiveness of national and 
global law and enforcement mechanisms to gen-
erate significant social and environmental 
changes. 

 Growing consumer awareness and NGO move-
ments around the globe demanding action for 
businesses to behave in a socially responsible way 
(i.e., justice and social issues, animal welfare, im-
pacts of production and consumption patterns on 
sustainable development, habitat and species loss, 
or the desire for more informed buying decisions). 

 Changes in consumer conscience and demand 
driving producers to implement measures for 
showing how labor, the environment, and social 
conditions are taken into account. These 
measures often take the form of VSS. 

 Growth of business and government attention to 
sustainable procurement (thereby valuing and dif-
ferentiating brands or territories). 

 Increased use of sustainability standards as prox-
ies for acceptable practice within government and 
non-state regulatory frameworks, including pub-
lic-sector procurement policies and lending crite-
ria by private and multilateral banks. 

 Standards, labels, and certification schemes are in 
widespread use as operational tools for businesses 
to make purchasing decisions, managing supply, 
for marketing and selling to further businesses 

11 Standards, Certification and Labelling schemes. 

12 http://www.sa-intl.org/ 

http://www.ecolabelindex.com/ecolabels/
http://www.ecolabelindex.com/ecolabels/
http://www.intracen.org/itc/market-data/standards-map/participating-standards/
http://www.intracen.org/itc/market-data/standards-map/participating-standards/
http://www.sa-intl.org/
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(B2B) and to consumers (B2C), for guiding em-
ployees, and responding to stakeholders and reg-
ulators (SustainAbility, 2011). 

 NGO collaboration with labels and activism 
against “sweatshops” and unsustainable busi-
nesses practices. 

 Partnerships between eco-labels and large busi-
ness organizations for enhancing the sustainability 
of supply chains (e.g., IKEA, Unilever, or Wall 
Mart)  

 Growth of Corporate Social Responsibility move-
ment based on performance and accountability in 
business. 

 Emerging new uses of VSS, such as with govern-
ments implementing new policy options or the fi-
nancial sector assessing portfolio risks. 

 Development of numerous initiatives and activi-
ties to support the business community in their 
understanding and engagement with biodiversity 
and ecosystem service issues (Steering Commit-
tee, 2012 
 

Box information adapted from UEBT (2016) Barometer series, Steering Com-
mittee (2012), and SustainAbility (2011). 
 

 

3.2 Development of commodity standards 
and adoption of sector-specific initiatives  
 
The figure provides a visual timeline of the 
growth of voluntary standards in commodity pro-
duction and trade over the past two decades.  
One of the major trends observed over the past 
fifteen years is a shift toward the development 
of commodity standards and adoption of sec-
tor-specific or single-sector initiatives (see 
Annex 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

VSS timeline: The starting dates of some sustainability standards 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
See Annex 2 for a complete timeline. (Table adapted from Potts et al., 2014; 2016).  

 
Early standards initiatives such as IFOAM and 
Fairtrade were largely inspired by movements 
regarded as alternatives to mainstream mar-
kets. While not restricting eligibility to a portion 
of the market13, they promoted the implementa-
tion of production practices and the adoption of 
management systems. 

                                                
13 N.a. “Strictly speaking this is not entirely true, given that Fairtrade only sources 
from developing country producers”. 

Most of the newer initiatives focus directly on 
mainstream integration at the outset of their 
standards-development process, which has a 
significant impact on the way systems are being 
designed and implemented today. This trend 

Naturland 

Aquaculture 
MSC 

GAA 

BAP 

Naturland 
capture FOS 

ASC 

Germany`s 
Blue Angel 

UEBT 

While the first standards initiatives (e.g., organic, 
Fairtrade, and Rain Forest Alliance) initially tar-
geted niche markets catering to “green consum-
ers”, there has been a growing emphasis on broad 
“market transformation” through VSS explicitly 
tailored to mainstream markets. Potts et al., 2016 
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represents a move away from the methods 
adopted by early eco-labels (e.g., IFOAM, Fair 
trade, etc.) which were designed to provide mar-
ket recognition to only best-in-class leaders, and 
is increasingly captured by an effort to ensure 
that minimum baseline social and environmental 
norms are supported within a context of interna-
tional trade.  

 
The OECD (2013) compared the shares of dif-
ferent ELIS in 1990 versus 2012, distinguishing 
between International Organization for Stand-
ardization (ISO) types14 and other significant 
schemes (i.e., ‘organic labels’, ‘other single issue 
labels’, and ‘resource efficiency use’). The figure 
below shows a clear shift in ELIS introduced over 
time. Organic certification and Type I and II eco-
labels were among the first types of schemes in-
troduced until the early 1990s, representing 70% 
of the total number of ELIS. The growth in ELIS 
from 1990 to 2012 was largely generated by the 
introduction of new certified environmental seals 
and claims. Simultaneously, Type III and re-
source-efficiency categories also grew signifi-
cantly in relative terms and became the domi-
nant schemes (41%) followed by the organic la-
bel and Type II. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
14ISO voluntary Types: The International Organization for Standardisation (ISO) 

has identified three broad types of voluntary labels: 

 TYPE I: a voluntary, multiple-criteria based, third party program that awards 
a license that authorises the use of environmental labels on products indi-
cating overall environmental preferability of a product within a product cate-
gory based on life cycle considerations. 

 TYPE II: informative environmental self-declaration claims. 

 TYPE III: voluntary programs that provide quantified environmental data of 
a product, under pre-set categories of parameters set by a qualified third 

Evolution of different ELIS from 1990 
(left) and 2012 (right) separated into ISO 
types and other significant schemes (organic 
labels, other single issue labels, and resource 
efficiency use). 

 
OECD, 2013 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

party and based on life cycle assessment, and verified by qualified third 
party. 
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Single-sector initiatives are generally more pro-
foundly tailored to a specific market commodity, 
possibly allowing a more rapid penetration and 
uptake within the market. The figure below re-
veals a clear trend toward market leadership of 
single-sector initiatives in every sector where 
they are present (among the commodities re-
viewed in Potts et al., 2014).   
 

 

Leading single-sector initiatives (in production 
volume) 
Potts et al., 2014 

 
3.3 Growth in certified area and a decrease in 
environmental exigencies      
 
The State of Sustainable Initiatives is a bench-
mark tool that covers 16 of the most important 
standards currently active in the global agricul-
ture, forestry, and biofuel sectors.   
These standards certify or verify global produc-
tion which totals an estimated trade value of 
US$50 billion (Potts et al., 2014). This accounts 
for an increasingly important share of the global  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
market in the respective sectors, indicating that 
VSS could be an alternative in the mobiliza-
tion of private resources for sustainability. 
  
Additionally, Pots et al. (2014) report a decreas-
ing trend in the average coverage of SSI envi-
ronmental indices (see Annex 2). This decrease 
is inversely proportional to the average certified 
area coverage per initiative over time, pointing to 
an apparent trade-off between market share and 
the depth of criteria coverage. 
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Average environmental index coverage by 
year compared with total number of hectares 
under certified cultivation over time. 
Prepared by State of Sustainable Initiatives (Potts et al., 2014).15 

 

 
According to Potts et al. (2014), the declining 
trend in average coverage of environmental cri-
teria may suggest a growing market pressure 
on how sustainability in voluntary standards 
is defined. As increasingly powerful actors be-
come active participants in the development and 
implementation of VSS, these actors may place 
growing pressure on initiatives to define reduced 
levels of coverage in order to accommodate their 
supply chains. Even the most democratic pro-
cesses may be influenced, either explicitly or im-
plicitly by the potential of market interest, which 
may in turn lead standard setters to seek re-
duced coverage of criteria. 
 
Whether standard setting processes are influ-
enced by specific interests cannot be determined 
from available data. Nevertheless, given data 
suggest an inherent tension faced by voluntary 
standards that, on the one hand, seek a princi-
pled basis for ensuring the application of sustain-
able practices, and on the other hand rely on the 
buy-in and ownership of the organizations they 
attempt to regulate (Potts et al., 2014). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                

15 Sources: Average environmental indices coverage: ITC, 2013b; Total hec-

tares under cultivation: Bonsurco, 2013d; A. Bruestle, 4C Association, personal 
communication, February 6, 2013; FLO, 2012; C. Guinea, Rainforest Alliance, 
personal communication, February 18, 2013; S. Johnston, BCI, personal com-
munication, December 2, 2013; C. Kaut, CmiA, personal communication, April 
11, 2013; Nestlé Nespresso Corporate Communications, personal communica-
tion, September 26, 2013; J. Rijkenberg, UTZ Certified, personal communication, 

3.4 Coverage of environmental thematic ar-
eas and biodiversity in Voluntary Sustaina-
bility Standards 
 
The figure below shows the growth of standard 
compliance in the main eight commodities (i.e., 
coffee, cocoa, palm oil, tea, cotton, bananas, 
cane sugar, and soy beans) between 2008 and 
2014, generally indicating an increase in stand-
ard compliance (with the exception of soy-
beans). 
 

Graphic representation of the main VSS com-
pliance commodities from 2008 to 2014 (IISD, 
2010, 2014) 
 

 
 
OECD (2013) shows the shares of different en-
vironmental programs in 1990 and 2012, show-
ing the diversification in ELIS over time.  
In 1990, most ELIS were addressing challenges 
pertaining to natural resource management, 
chemical control, and the conservation of biodi-
versity (together representing over 72 per cent). 
In 2012, a more equal division of themes is ob-
served, with a decrease in the importance of 
biodiversity and an increase in the shares of 
climate, energy and waste. Natural resources 
and chemical control represent the most shares 
in both 1990 and 2012. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

March 19, 2013; E. Servat & S. Fadika, Rainforest Alliance, personal communi-
cation, March 13, 2013; The Textile Exchange, 2013; IISD, H. Willer, FiBL, per-
sonal communication, August 26, 2013; S. Yaacob, RSPO, personal communi-
cation, April 15, 2013; B. Zeehandelaar & F. Cativiela, RTRS, personal commu-
nication, February 28, 2013. 
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Evolution of environmental focus points of ELIS 

 
Shares of diverse environmental thematic areas in 
1990 (left) and 2012 (right) 

OECD, 2013 

 
These trends occurred in parallel with the devel-
opment of policy instruments regarding climate 
change, for example: the European Union Emis-
sions Trading Scheme (issued in 2005); the en-
try into force of the Kyoto Protocol (issued in 
2005), which led to the emergence of diverse 
carbon sequestration projects; the European Un-
ion directives on the promotion of renewable en-
ergies (issued in 2009) and others (see Annex 
1).  
This enabling regulatory environment coupled 
with the lack of treatment to GHG and energy is-
sues in the existent traditional VSS schemes 
(see Section 4.1.4) has promoted the develop-
ment of new standard schemes. 

Strengthened by a regulatory environment and 
according frameworks as well as society's de-
mands for more ethical and responsible busi-
ness behavior, companies may have developed 

more varied standards for corporate risk man-
agement. Thereby they avoid complaints that af-
fect their reputation and take advantage of the 
rising market opportunities developed for eco-
system services. 

 
3.5 Consumer confusion and certification 
trust crisis 
 
The ISEAL (International Social and Environ-
mental Accreditation and Labelling Alliance) 100 
Survey shows that corporate leaders consider 
the certification landscape as too complex, 
consisting of too many standards that overlap 
and create consumer confusion, thus becoming 
causes of concern (ISEAL 2011; KPMG, 2012). 
 
Driven by more integrated approaches to sus-
tainability in the supply chain, the originally sin-
gle-issue schemes (focusing on social or envi-
ronmental aspects) have broadened their scope. 
Labels which focused on social aspects, such as 
UTZ, are moving towards the inclusion of envi-
ronmental criteria, including biodiversity. For ex-
ample, FSC devotes an entire principle to the 
maintenance of ecosystem services and envi-
ronmental values (KPMG, 2012). 
 
The increasing prevalence of certification 
schemes and labels has resulted in a ‘certifica-
tion trust crisis’ (Sheil et al., 2010). According 
to the authors, there are concerns about the pro-
liferation of certification schemes and associated 
standards that have been developed for carbon 
storage and other services. They emphasize the 
need for clarity and consistency to ensure that 
biodiversity conservation requirements are not 
diluted. 
 
A study on the consumer market in the European 
Union in 2014 shows that 61% of questioned 
consumers find it difficult to understand which 
products are truly environmentally friendly, but 
almost 60% of consumers prefer to buy a prod-
uct with an environmental label. Indeed, half of 
the respondents look for environmental infor-
mation on the packaging when purchasing a 
product (European Commission, 2014).  

 
3.6 Voluntary Sustainability Standards 
trending towards a landscape approach  
 
Most sustainable standards for food or forest 
systems refer to the production or manage-
ment unit as a closed system and fail to ad-
dress ecosystem destruction such as landscape 
fragmentation, pesticide drift, erosion, water de-
pletion, and effluent runoff beyond the bounds of 
the operation’s property lines (Turley, 2016). 
New approaches to integrate conservation and 
livelihood development explicitly address land-
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scape mosaics composed of agricultural and for-
ested land rather than only protected areas and 
largely intact forests (Garcia et al., 2010).  
 
Some VSS are working towards evolving their 
certification schemes to include the production of 
various commodities from different entry points 
in the framework of landscape approaches, for 
example: 
 

 The Roundtable for Sustainable Bio-
materials (RSB) is in the process of ex-
panding its focus on assessing the sus-
tainability impacts of its certification 
scheme to examine indirect land use 
changes. Therein, it “proposed a set of 
criteria attempting to define how additional 
biomaterial can be produced without af-
fecting land use, effectively reducing the 
demand for land conversion and indirect 
land use change risks” (Bridle, 2015).  

 The Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) is 
working towards a watershed approach to 
cotton production. In collaboration with the 
Alliance for Water Stewardship it plans 
to better ascertain the resources which 
are available and required for cotton pro-
duction and identify how this need fits with 
other competing resource users.  

 Programme for the Endorsement of 
Forest Certification schemes (PEFC) 
recognizes the holistic value of the land-
scape approach, considering the role of 
forest certification in promoting the plant-
ing of trees outside forests and bringing 
recognition to the roles that trees play in 
sustainable landscapes.  

 Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is 
working on the integration of the ecosys-
tem services approach in forest certifica-
tion16.  

 In Climate, Community & Biodiversity 
(CCB) Standards, biodiversity impacts 
are considered at three nested spatial 
scales: 1) within the specific project area 
(land within the carbon project boundary 
and under the control of the project propo-
nent); 2) within the broader project zone 
(the project area plus the land within the 
boundaries of the adjacent communities 

potentially affected by the project); and 3) 
offsite (beyond the project zone) (Pitman, 
2011). 

 
3.7 Conclusion  
 
The identified trends regarding VSS show a sig-
nificant growth in the number of standards 
which offer companies (and increasingly govern-
ments) tools to identify environmentally and so-
cially sustainable products or processes. The 
highest growth rate recorded in the last two dec-
ades is due to the development of specific sec-
tor-related standards (palm oil, soybeans, biofu-
els, and carbon) and guidelines developed by 
leading companies for their sectors. At the same 
time, and according to the studies consulted, 
there seems to be a tendency in these stand-
ards to reduce their environmental aspira-
tions (and according criteria). This hypothesis 

will be discussed in the next chapter. 
 
Despite this, it can be observed that some as-
pects related to the environment have become 
more relevant within certification schemes, such 
as GHGs, carbon offsets and energy - with a 
slight decrease proportional to biodiversity, prob-
ably promoted by a favorable environment that 
has promoted the expansion of markets for these 
services (e.g. carbon, biofuels). 
 
A more detailed analysis is necessary to identify 
whether growing variation of standards is due to 
the increasing environmental responsibility of 
sectors, or the need for instruments to facilitate 
access to the growing market for ecosystem ser-
vices (e.g., organic food, carbon, or water).  
However, the growth in the market for standards 
and their respective environmental claims has 
generated confusion and a crisis in consumer 
trust. As a reaction, a consolidation of certifica-
tion schemes (including in terms of numbers) is 
probable and might lead to a reduction in the 
number of labels in the market in the near future. 
This is already observed in specific areas and in 
relation to specific commodities (UEBT and UTZ 
for herbal based teas, FSC and Gold Standard 
for forestry carbon). This scenario might become 
certain if certification schemes continue to face 
pressure for improvements concerning trust and 
traceability.

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
16 The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and partner organizations research, 

analyse, and field-test innovative ways of evaluating and rewarding the provision 

 
 
 
 
 

of critical ecosystem services, such as biodiversity conservation, watershed pro-
tection, and carbon storage and sequestration: http://forces.fsc.org/ 

http://forces.fsc.org/
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4. Sustainability standards, labels, and certification schemes ac-
counting for biodiversity conservation 

 
Currently, there are 139 registered standards in 
the International Trade Centre’s (ITC) Standards 
map17 that integrate the keyword ‘biodiversity’.  
 
Due to these too high numbers for analysis, the 
literature review for this article prioritized docu-
ments and sources published in the last eight 
years. These sources have principally analyzed 
how VSS from various sectors treat or integrate 
relevant biodiversity issues. 
A challenge during the literature review was the 
limited information available on how the different 
schemes and certification standards integrate bi-
odiversity, or, in a broader way, environmental 
aspects. 
Annex 3 gives an overview of over 50 standards 
analyzed by different studies included in the lit-
erature review. The main comparative studies 
used for the preparation of this report can be 
found in Annex 5. 
 
4.1 Standards taking into account the conser-
vation of biodiversity 
 
Biodiversity and ecosystem services are inte-
grated into the policy requirements of standards 
systems in several ways, depending largely on 
the overarching intent of the standard. Biodiver-
sity and/or ecosystem services can either be 
central to the mission, or form one of several 
principles that help achieve the mission of the 
standard. The degree to which each standard 
delivers environmental benefits depends not 
only on its requirements, but also on how it is im-
plemented in practice, including the quality and 
consistency of auditing (CBD-UNEP, 2012).  
Global Nature Fund (GNF) and Lake Constance 
Foundation have analyzed 19 standards and la-
bels in the food sector in 2014, demonstrating a 
clear need for action: up-to-date, biodiversity-
related criteria rarely go beyond the common 
approach of good agricultural practices, they 
are often unclear in their formulation, and 
only partially consider the causes of biodi-
versity loss.  
Oftentimes auditors and certification companies 
do not have the necessary knowledge to classify 
and supervise the measures taken for biodiver-
sity protection. For example, among the ana-
lyzed standards, none monitors the effect of its 
impacts on biodiversity. 
In general, most revised studies concluded that 
standards include requirements for habitat pro-
tection, prohibited clearance of certain land- 

                                                
17 http://www.standardsmap.org/ 

18 The IUCN Red List classifies threatened species as Critically Endangered 
(CR), Endangered (CR), and Vulnerable (VU), but also includes species classi-
fied as Near Threatened (NT) and Least Concern (LC) which are not considered 

cover types, specified criteria for priority habitat 
areas, impacts on threatened species and 
measures to address invasive species. There 
are also several safeguards in place that ad-
dress the key pressures on biodiversity and eco-
system services, such as habitat loss, soil pollu-
tion and erosion, pesticide use, water pollution, 
waste and increasingly GHG emissions (UNEP-
WCMC, 2011; Steering Committee, 2012; Potts 
et al., 2014).  
The main findings from the literature on how bi-
odiversity conservation is considered within the 
different standards are described below.  
 
4.1.1 Inconsistency or lack of references in 
terminology and approaches 
 
Among the standards studied within the same 
sectors and across sectors, the terminology 
used is recurrently different and there is a lack of 
definitions given (CBD-UNEP, 2012). This can 
result in difficulties of understanding the concrete 
meaning of some terms, leaving certifiers and 
farm operators to individually interpreting them 
(Hammer et al., 2014). Lack of definitions and/or 
inconsistencies can also lead to substantially dif-
ferent results, impeding the assessment of na-
tional and international norms and standards, 
and preventing comparisons between Voluntary 
Sustainability Initiatives (VSIs) (Stanley et al., 
2015). 
 
The following are examples of ambiguity in the 
use of terms:  
The concept of biodiversity established by the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in-
cludes different levels of organization, including 
genes, species, and ecosystems, but the rela-
tionships between these different levels are not 
yet considered (see figure). Therefore, some 
standards declaring to follow the CBD’s princi-
ples generally refer to biodiversity just as species 
or habitats. Instead, they should also  

 
 consider the existence of relationships be-

tween the functional components of the 
system within and surrounding the “man-
agement unit”.   

 While many standards refer to threatened 
or endangered species, few refer to the 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species18.  
 When referring to priority areas for conser-

vation, various internationally recognized 
systems can be used19. 

threatened at present, as well as Data Deficient (DD) whereby insufficient data 
are available for assessment.  

19 For further information see the website A-Z of Areas of Biodiversity Importance. 

http://www.standardsmap.org/
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Figure : Different levels of organization of bi-
odiversity and certification schemes. 

 
 

 Together with the term habitat, the terms 
natural, modified and critical are commonly 
used, but have often been poorly defined 
with limited or absent guidance for identifi-
cation. For example, natural habitat was 
referred to in 86% of standards, although 
the term was only defined by 30% of 
standards (UNEP-WCMC, 2011). 

 Popular concepts such as no net loss of bi-
odiversity, net-positive impact and mitiga-
tion hierarchy are commonly used for refer-
ring to minimizing negative impacts of 
companies to biodiversity. On the other 
hand, the role that ecosystem services 
play for companies is scarcely mentioned 
in the reviewed standards (UNEP-WCMC, 
2011; Potts et al., 2016). 
 

Some ecosystem service types can be easily 
confused with artificial management procedures. 
For example, the treatment of waste water can 
be carried out by ecosystems as well as through 
water treatment facilities. This could potentially 
lead to some confusion around which types of 
ecosystem service safeguards and which man-
agement procedures (performing similar func-
tions) are actually present in standards (CBD-
UNEP, 2012). 
 

                                                
 

20 Specifically, of the 20 standards which responded to the survey, 14 stated that 
ecosystem services were explicitly mentioned in their policies although only nine 
of these were confident that the coverage in place was adequate. The most com-
mon reason for inadequate coverage was the recent evolution of the concept of 

 
 
 
 
For the term ecosystem services a range of al-
ternative concepts which could imply a similar 
meaning are used within standard schemes, for 
example: ecosystem diversity, processes and 
functions and economic, ecological, cultural and 
social values of ecosystems. Importantly, even 
where the term ecosystem service was effec-
tively used20, few standards referred to any ac-
cepted authority or framework, and specific guid-
ance on managing ecosystem services was 
rarely given (CBD-UNEP, 2012).  
 
Many of the analyzed standards (CBD-UNEP, 
2012) include policy requirements referring di-
rectly to specific ecosystem services but are un-
associated with the specific language of ecosys-
tem services.  
For example, direct reference was often made to 
soil fertility, water provision, habitats, and biodi-
versity although these were seldom categorized 
as ecosystem service types. Most analyzed 
standards adopted a prescriptive approach in 
which safeguards were in place for specific ser-
vices (i.e., water provision, carbon/GHG seques-
tration or sink, soil quality and erosion preven-
tion, or health benefits) which were most com-
monly referred to. On the contrary, other ser-
vices such as flood regulation, tourism, and the 

ecosystem services, followed by financial constraints and difficulty with defining, 
assessing, and regulating impacts on ecosystem services. Similar reasons were 
given by those standards that did not include ecosystem services in their policies 
at all, although one further common justification was that ecosystem services 
were implicitly incorporated into broader biodiversity safeguards.  
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provision of medicinal resources were only iden-
tified in few standards, and pollination and bio-
logical control in none of them.   
The table shows the number of policy require-
ments (“safeguards”) that directly refer to the 
Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity 
(TEEB) list21 of ecosystem services, indicating 
those that are most (green) and least (red) com-
monly referred to within standards.  
The table is based on the number of direct refer-
ences made to each ecosystem service type 
(TEEB, 2010) within the sample of 186 ecosys-
tem services relevant for policy requirements 
(safeguards) taken from eight standards (CBD-
UNEP, 2012). 
 
In this analysis, CBD (2012) concluded that while 
different aspects of ecosystem services are po-
tentially safeguarded through a wide variety of 
environmental policy requirements, in general 
there is a lack of an integrated approach en-
suring that ecosystem stock, flow, and deliv-
ery are accounted for. This suggests a limited 
assurance that ecosystem service benefits are 
sustainably and equitably delivered (CBD-
UNEP, 2012). 
 

The coverage of ecosystem services in stand-
ards (sample of 8 standards) 

 
Category Ecosystem Service Number of 

Safeguards  
Provision-
ing  
Services  

Food  3 
Raw materials 4 
Freshwater 31 
Medicinal resources 3 

Regulating 
Services  

Local climate and air qual-
ity regulation  

4 

Carbon sequestration and 
storage 

3 

Moderation of extreme 
weather events 

1 

Waste water treatment 0 
Erosion prevention and 
maintenance of soil fertil-
ity  

14 

Pollination 0 
Biological control  0 

Supporting 
Services 

Habitats for species  25 
Maintenance of genetic 
diversity  

29 

Cultural 
services  

Recreation and mental 
and physical health 

7 

Tourism 3 
Aesthetic appreciation 
and inspiration for culture, 
art and design 

4 

Spiritual experience and 
sense of place 

4 

 
UNEP-WCMC, 2011 

 
 
 

                                                
21 For more information see: http://www.teebweb.org 

4.2 Complexity of differentiating between 
standards which promote biodiversity con-
servation and other environmental issues  
 
As the analysis above revealed, biodiversity and 
ecosystem services are integrated into various 
policy requirements of standard systems without 
deliberately being mentioned or without actually 
being referring to in these terms. However, con-
cepts as biodiversity or ecosystem services can 
relatively easy where standards prohibit destroy-
ing certain types of natural ecosystems, or as a 
requirement to conserve native species which 
co-occur in production systems, or in the control 
of negative externalities, such as polluted runoff 
that can harm biodiversity.  
A specific example for the control of negative ex-
ternalities is when soil, synthetic input (e.g., fer-
tilizers) and water indices, which actually have 
direct consequences for biodiversity, are re-
ferred to under separate criteria. (For further ex-
amples see next box). These examples indicate 
that some criteria, which are directly related to 
biodiversity or ecosystem services are consid-

ered under different terminology or indicators.  
This can have further consequences for the con-
servation of biodiversity as the different stand-
ards set the agenda for which actions are finally 
taken – impacting biodiversity. For example, bi-

Links can be made between biodiversity and other 
environmental performance indicators.  
Some examples of the points of interaction: 

• Water: Water is essential to maintain all three elements 
of biodiversity (diversity of ecosystems, diversity be-
tween species, and diversity within species). 
A shortage or profusion of water may profoundly alter 
the level of biodiversity in a certain area (e.g., the kind of 
species that can survive). Performance on the consump-
tion and release of water will also have implications for 
biodiversity. 

• Air: Emissions to air can affect flora and fauna as well 
as carry pollutants over extended distances to impact 
water bodies and soil and thereby influence biodiversity 
(e.g., through mercury releases). 

• Soil: Soil quality can be affected by any number of en-
vironmental releases, which can have subsequent effects 
on its ability to perform various ecological functions 
(e.g., resulting in a degraded ecosystem bearing a smaller 
variety of species). 

• Habitat: Fragmentation of habitats can endanger the 
survival of a population by weakening its genetic basis 
(e.g., fragmentation of a habitat because of construction 
of new infrastructure projects such as roads or dams). 

Source: Biodiversity - GRI Reporting Resource, 2007 

http://www.teebweb.org/
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odiversity protection could be hindered or fos-
tered depending on how soil is managed, how 
water is conserved, and in how far producers are 
allowed use of synthetic inputs in their produc-
tion practices. (KPMG, 2012).  
 
Despite the complexity, it is worth noting that in 
the last decade new certification schemes have 

emerged that explicitly consider the conserva-
tion and sustainable use of biodiversity. In the 
following, three selected schemes which were 
chosen according to their different approaches 
(multisector LIFE Certification, multiple bene-
fits CCB Standards, and natural ingredients 
sector through the UEBT standard) are briefly 
described.  

 
Three examples of biodiversity specific standards: LIFE Certification, CCB, UEBT. 

 
The LIFE Certification: Conceived in Brazil, LIFE Certification is a tool that recognizes organizations’ efforts 
towards net positive biodiversity operational strategies. Applied to those businesses concerned with the increasing risks 
of global environmental thresholds and that in response aim to implement robust and measurable Biodiversity 
Action Plans, LIFE Certification system focuses primarily on biodiversity conservation actions and can be applied 
to organizations of any size and sector. LIFE Certification standards are derived from premises based on the ob-
jectives of the CBD, then structured into principles, criteria, and indicators.  

Principle 1 Biodiversity conservation as common responsibility between the certified organi-
zation, suppliers, and clients. 

Principle 2 Compliance with legislation, agreements, treaties, and international programs. 

Principle 3 Commitment with voluntary biodiversity conservation actions 

Principle 4 Recognition and mapping of interactions between biodiversity, human well-being, 
and businesses 

Principle 5 Identification of biodiversity impacts and implementation of operational control 
aiming at reducing negative impacts. 

Principle 6 Promotion of biodiversity conservation actions based on science and traditional 
knowledge where applicable. 

Principle 7 Benefit sharing derived from the access to biodiversity genetic resources and/or 
the traditional knowledge associated. 

Principle 8 Monitoring and continuous improvement of biodiversity impacts and the conser-
vation performance. 

By using the LIFE Biodiversity Estimated Impact Value (BEIV) an organization calculates and evaluates an or-
ganization’s impact based on five environmental aspects taking into account quantity and severity criteria. 

Biodiversity Estimated Impact Value (BEIV) =   
∑ Waste Generation + Greenhouse Gas Emissions + Water usage + Energy Consumption + Area Oc-

cupation 

Based on the business’s BEIV, a minimum performance in Biodiversity Conservation Actions is calculated for each 
organization and adjusted according to the organization size.   
LIFE Certification methodology provides a technical document which lists all the actions that can be scored. The 
scoring system is based on: (1) international and national conservation priorities and (2) effectiveness of biodiversity 
conservation actions. The score held by the organization is compared to the minimum required score. If the score 
is performed at or above the minimum, and the environmental management of the organization is in accordance 
with LIFE standards, the organization obtains LIFE Certification. 
The certificate is valid for five years with annual monitoring audits. With third-party audits, a LIFE certified organ-
ization can communicate the effectiveness of its voluntary biodiversity conservation program. This enables a busi-
ness to competitively differentiate due to a net positive biodiversity strategy.  

(For more information see: http://institutolife.org/) 

http://institutolife.org/
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The Climate, Community & Biodiversity (CCB) Standards: The CCB Standards were created to foster the 
development and marketing of projects that deliver credible and significant climate, community, and biodiversity 
benefits in an integrated and sustainable manner. Projects that meet the standards adopt best practices of land 
management to deliver net positive benefits for climate change mitigation, for local communities, and for biodiver-
sity. The standards can be applied to any land management project, such as: projects that reduce GHG emissions 
from deforestation or degradation of forests and other ecosystems; or carbon sequestration projects through refor-
estation, afforestation, revegetation, forest restoration, agroforestry, or sustainable agriculture. The CCB Standards 
are important for all phases of project planning and management, from design through implementation and moni-
toring. 

Criteria Category Criteria Summary 

General description  Describe the types and condition of vegetation within the project area. 
Describe current biodiversity and threats to biodiversity in the project zone. 
Describe High Conservation Values (HCVs) if present. 

Baseline projections Describe how biodiversity would be affected without the project. 

Project design and 
goals  

Summarize the project’s major biodiversity objectives. 
Describe project activities and their impacts on biodiversity. 
Identify likely risks to expected biodiversity benefits during the project and outline 
measures to mitigate these risks. 
Show that the project design includes measures to conserve HCVs. 
Describe measures to secure biodiversity benefits beyond the project lifetime. 

Management capacity 
and best practices  

Document technical skills required to implement the biodiversity assessment and 
monitoring program of the project successfully. 

Net positive biodiver-
sity impacts 

Use appropriate methodologies to estimate changes in biodiversity in the project 
lifetime. 
Demonstrate that no HCVs will be negatively affected by the project. 
Identify all species to be used and show no negative impacts of invasive species. 
Describe possible impacts of non-native species on the region´s biodiversity. 
Guarantee that no GMOs will be use. 

Offsite biodiversity im-
pacts  

Identify negative offsite biodiversity impacts. 
Document plans to mitigate offsite impacts. 
Show that biodiversity benefits in the project area outweigh offsite impacts. 

Biodiversity impact 
monitoring  

Develop a plan to select biodiversity indicators and monitoring methods. 
Develop a plan to assess conservation of HCVs. 
Commit to developing a complete biodiversity monitoring plan. 

Exceptional biodiver-
sity benefits  

Demonstrate that the project zone includes a site of high biodiversity conservation 
priority. 

Within 6 months of pro-
ject start or 12 months 
of validation 

Develop monitoring plan and carry out monitoring. 

Periodically during im-
plementation and prior 
to verification audits  

Analyze monitoring program data and compare to original starting data. 

For more information refer to: Climate, Community & Biodiversity Alliance 

The UEBT standard: Union of Ethical BioTrade is a non-profit association that promotes Sourcing with Respect 
of ingredients that come from biodiversity in food, cosmetic, and pharma sectors. Trading members commit to 
gradually ensuring that their sourcing practices promote the conservation of biodiversity, respect traditional 
knowledge, and assure the equitable sharing of benefits all along the supply chain. This commitment is measured 
through the implementation of the Ethical BioTrade Standard in their business practices.  
The Ethical BioTrade Standard builds on seven BioTrade principles and criteria as developed by the United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) BioTrade Initiative. It has also been designed in line with the 
ISEAL Alliance’s and WTO’s requirements. The ISEAL Alliance is a global association for social and environmental 
standard systems, to wich the UEBT is a member. UEBT Trading Members use the Ethical BioTrade Standard to 
shape their biodiversity sourcing practices. They develop biodiversity management systems that further the imple-
mentation of the Ethical BioTrade Standard in their own operations as well as throughout their supply chains. The 
table below outlines the UEBT principles and criteria. 

Principles Criteria 

1. Conservation of biodiver-
sity 

Maintain or restore ecosystems in sourcing areas. 
Conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity strategies and plans in sourc-
ing areas. 
Conserve and restore biodiversity. 

http://ethicalbiotrade.org/dl/misc/UNCTAD-BT-Principles-criteria(en).pdf
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2. Sustainable use of biodi-
versity 

Sourcing supported by management documents. 
Training with good collection, cultivation, and quality assurance practices. 
Purchasing organized according to harvesting seasons. 
Prevent or mitigate negative environmental impacts. 

3. Fair and equitable sharing 
of benefits derived from the 
use of biodiversity 

Transparent negotiations for sourcing of biodiversity and equitable prices. 
Contributions to local sustainable development. 
Recognize traditional practices linked to sourcing. 
Comply with legislative or regulatory requirements on access to biodiversity 
and associated traditional knowledge and sharing of benefits. 
Research and development (R&D) benefits are shared in a fair and equitable 
way, based on: mutually agreed terms and patents, Intellectual Property 
Rights (IPRs) supportive to the objectives of the CBD, and the Ethical Bio-
Trade Standard. 

4. Socio-economic sustaina-
bility (productive, financial, 
and market management) 

Integrate the requirements of the Ethical Bio- Trade Standard in financial 
management. 
Implementation of a quality management system with a traceability system 
until origin of natural ingredients. 

5.  Compliance with national 
and international legislation 

Respect international agreements related to biodiversity, particularly the 
CBD, the Nagoya Protocol, and CITES.  
Respect national and local regulatory requirements related to the use and 
trade of natural ingredients. 

6.  Respect for the rights of 
actors involved in BioTrade 
activities 
 

Respect of human rights, and specific rights of indigenous and local commu-
nities in sourcing activities. 
Provide adequate working conditions. 
Not threaten local food security. 

7.  Clarity about land tenure, 
right of use, and access to 
natural resources 

Sourcing activities respect established land use rights. 
Implementation of measures to minimize illegal use of sourcing areas. 

 
Source: http://ethicalbiotrade.org/ 
 

 
4.3 Coverage across the environmental indi-
ces varies between single and multi-sector 
initiatives   
 
For some commodities from forestry (wood and 
paper), agriculture (fruits and vegetables), textile 
(cotton), biofuels (soy, palm, and sugarcane), 
and fisheries (wild capture and aquaculture), the 
State of Sustainability Initiatives (SSI)22  has de-
veloped the SSI environmental indices. These 
record and benchmark the degree of compli-
ance by a standard with respect to selected 
categories and indicators (Annex 2). 
Table 2, from SSI 201423, shows that aside from 
issues related to waste and GHG emission, 
multi-sector initiatives demonstrate broader cri-

teria coverage across all remaining SSI environ-
mental indices.24. The SSI biodiversity index 
reveals lower coverage of single-sector initi-
atives, which comply less to the selected cri-
teria than multi-sector initiatives (less than 
35% coverage RSB, ETP, RSPO, Bonsurco, 4C, 
CmiA, BCI, UTZ).  
Regarding waste and GHG indices, both are 
even less covered than other indicators by the 
single-sector initiatives and standards analyzed.  
In multi-sector initiatives they are however 
stronger considered. The largest disparity is re-
vealed when comparing the water and energy in-
dices, where initiatives that cover multiple com-
modities demonstrate significantly more strin-
gent requirements for compliance on some of the 
indicators.  

 

                                                
22 The SSI project seeks to enhance global understanding 
on the role and potential of market-based VSIs such as eco-
labels, sustainability standards, and roundtables in the pro-
motion of sustainable development. (For more information 
see: http://www.iisd.org/ssi/) 

23 SSI 2014 is found in the references as Potts, J., Lynch, 
M., Wilkings, A., Huppé, G., Cunningham, M., Voora, V. 
(2014). The State of Sustainability Initiatives Review 2014 

Standards and the Green Economy. Inter-national Institute 
for Sustainable Development (IISD) and the International In-
stitute for Environment and Development (IIED). 

24 It should be noted, however, that several single sector ini-
tiatives illustrate comparable average environmental cover-
age with multi-sector initiatives, specifically Proterra, RSB, 
ETP, FSC, and PEFC. 

http://ethicalbiotrade.org/
http://www.iisd.org/ssi/
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Table 2. Average coverage of SSI environmental indices by single and multi-sector initiatives.

 
Source: SSI 2014 

 

Tables 3 and 4 illustrate the coverage of SSI en-
vironmental indices by twelve standards re-
viewed in the fisheries sector (Potts et al., 
2014; 2016). These results also show that GHG 
and energy criteria are less considered in stand-
ards for both wild catch and aquaculture prod-

ucts.  With respect to biodiversity criteria, aqua-
culture-related standards reveals on average a 
higher coverage (65%) than wild catch (52%), 
with the opposite figure in the ecosystems crite-
ria, with 88% wild catch and 80% in aquaculture 
sector. 

 
Table 3. Average coverage of SSI environmental indices for wild catch. 

 
Table 4. Average coverage of State of Sustainability Initiatives environmental indices for aquacul-

ture. 

 
Source: SSI 201625 

                                                
25 To be found in the references as Potts, J., Wilkings, A., Lynch, M., McFatridge, S. (2016). State of Sustainability Initiatives Re-

view: STANDARDS AND THE BLUE ECONOMY. International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) and the International 
Institute for Environment and Development. (IIED) and Convention for Biological Diversity Secretariat (CBD). 
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As Tables 2, 3, and 4 show, GHG and energy 
criteria are less covered by both single-sector 
and multi-sector standards for agricultural and 
wild capture fisheries and aquaculture products. 
However, since the year 2000, several standards 
and business sector guidelines have appeared 
in the market. For example, the Social Carbon 
Standard (2000), WBCSD/WRI Green House 
Gases Protocol (2001), Gold Standard (2003),  
CCB (2005), Voluntary Carbon Standard (VCS), 
Carbon Fix Standard (CFS) and Plan Vivo 
(2007).  
 
4.4 Inclusion of drivers of biodiversity loss 
in Voluntary Sustainability Standards 
 
The drivers of biodiversity loss recognized by the 
CBD and the Millennium Ecosystem Assess-
ment include land cover change (habitat loss), 
climate change, external inputs (air and water 
pollution, irrigation, use of fertilizers), harvesting 
and natural resource use, and the introduction of 
alien species (MA, 2005). An overview of these 
drivers covered in the analyzed standards is 
given below.   
 

 Habitats protection, protected areas, 
and priority conservation areas:  All analyzed 
standards (UNEP-WCMC 2011, Englund and 
Berndes 2015; SSI 2016), include some form of 
protection of habitats and mention habitat loss 
and / or restoration. In this regard, most stand-
ards set requirements include that habitats 
should not be converted. Fewer standards pro-
mote the enhancement or restoration of habitats. 
With specific habitats (notably forests) frequently 
singled out for special consideration, the majority 
of reviewed standards (SSI 2016) report having 
some critical criteria prohibiting the conversion of 
forestlands for agricultural purposes.  
 
Nonetheless, some standards prioritize specific 
types of habitats, and measures to prevent hab-
itat loss are unequally represented throughout 

                                                

26 High Conservation Values (HCVs) are biological, ecological, social or cultural values that are considered outstandingly significant 
or critically important, at the national, regional or global level. All natural habitats possess inherent conservation values, including 
the presence of rare or endemic species, provision of ecosystem services, sacred sites, or resources harvested by local resi-
dents.  There are six categories of HCVs. See: https://www.hcvnetwork.org 

27 The FSC, CCB Standards, GCS, and CCBA REDD+ S&E Standards require project developers to apply the HCV concept.  

The CCBA REDD+ S&E Standards also require the inclusion of all biodiversity and ecosystem service values identified in existing 
―national biodiversity strategy and action plans, and to conduct gap analyses supporting the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
and other conservation planning approaches.  

The Carbon Fix Standard requires project developers to establish and manage a nature conservation area of at least 10% of the 
entire project area, in order to protect and manage fauna and flora and to maintain or improve the ecological natural ecosystem 
services and to integrate the project into the natural landscape.  

The PECF’s minimum requirements checklist obliges projects to minimize impacts on forest structures and biodiversity, and de-
mands that national standard-setting processes address natural regeneration of forests. Among the standards, it is perhaps not 
surprising that the CCB standards provide the most comprehensive coverage of biodiversity values since that is one of the principal 
aims of the standard design. 

the standards. None of the 12 agriculture stand-
ards explicitly seeks to prevent habitat loss, in-
stead, they include requirements to limit and mit-
igate loss (CBD-UNEP, 2012). 
Most of the reviewed standards (UNEP-WCMC, 
2011) recognize the importance of protected ar-
eas, but few provide detailed guidance on how 
to operate near or inside them.  Some standards 
prohibit operating within protected areas, includ-
ing the Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels 
(RSB) and Bonsurco that even declare legally 
protected areas as ‘no-go’ areas. Nevertheless, 
most standards rely on legislation or in situ man-
agement processes to define appropriate re-
sponses. Requirements relating to protected ar-
eas all focus on formal or legally protected areas, 
while none refers to ICCA.   
The concept of priority conservation areas is 
incorporated in fewer than half of the standards. 
The High Conservation Value (HCV) approach26, 
which is particularly common in forestry stand-
ards, is the principal vehicle for priority conser-
vation areas27 (UNEP-WCMC, 2011).  Most 
standards reviewed (SSI 2016) include critical 
requirements on the protection of areas with a 
high conservation value (e.g., 87% for forests 
and 73% for wetlands and watercourses).  
Threatened and invasive species:  Most re-
viewed standards (with the exception of agricul-
ture standards) include some form of protection 
measure for species. They mostly relate to the 
management or protection of threatened spe-
cies, such as through the sustainable use of spe-
cies and dealing with invasive alien species. The 
more specific treatment of invasive alien species 
depends on the case, and varies across the 
standards (UNEP-WCMC, 2011). For the protec-
tion of species, some standards include a prohi-
bition of GMOs, reflecting the controversial na-
ture of genetic modification in popular society 
and among scientists (SSI 2014).  
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 Over-exploitation: Over-exploitation of 
natural resources poses a key threat to biodiver-
sity conservation. The term was mentioned by 
three quarters of analyzed standards (UNEP-
WCMC, 2011), however the topic is usually con-
sidered in general terms and often in conjunction 
with non-biodiversity resources. 

 

 Pollution, waste water:  Approximately 
two thirds of the standards reviewed (IISD 2016) 
have critical requirements related to the monitor-
ing of inputs with important biodiversity impacts. 
These include requirements for water pollution 
prevention (73%) and pesticide use and monitor-
ing (67%). Nevertheless, only half of the stand-
ard schemes target the maintenance of soil fer-
tility (47%), GHG emissions reduction (33%) and 
synthetic fertilizer reduction (20%) (IISD 2016).  
As seen in Tables 2, 3 and 4, potential for im-
provement can be seen especially in the fisher-
ies sector (wild capture) and some single sector 
schemes. 

 
4.5 Which sectors do standards and labels 
relate to? 
 
In some sectors, environmental concerns at the 
farm or plantation level are the primary focus of 
voluntary standard efforts (e.g., agriculture, food, 
and forestry), whereas other sectors prioritize 
social concerns related to worker health and 
safety (e.g., textiles and apparel). Having been 
only a small niche a decade ago, standards now 

govern a major 
portion of the 
global produc-
tion of coffee, 
cocoa, palm oil, 
and tea. There 
are also a small 
but growing 
production seg-
ments for cot-
ton, sugar, soy-
beans, and ba-
nanas (Potts et 
al. 2014).    
This review 
managed to 
collect infor-
mation about 9 
sectors (agri-
culture, fisher-
ies, finance, 

forest, tourism, carbon, biotrade, mining, and 
biofuels).   
Despite some distinct differences, the biodiver-
sity criteria from 36 standards (see Box 6) 
(UNEP-WCMC, 2011) show that there is overall 
a limited variation among the sectors. While 
measures to safeguard biodiversity are designed 
to manage sector-specific impacts, significant 
gaps in biodiversity criteria both within and 
across sector standards suggest there is scope 
for cross-fertilization of practices among the 
standards reviewed in this study. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Coffee 50%  
Cocoa 30%  

Managed forestry 23% 
Palm oil 22%  

Tea 18%  
Certified forestry 9,3%  

Bananas 7%  

Cotton 7%  
Cane sugar 3%  
Soy beans 2% 

 
Voluntary Sustainability Stand-
ard compliant share of global 
production in 2014 (by vol-
ume). 

(Bridle, 2015 ; Potts et al., 
2016) 
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4.5.1 Standards in the biofuels sector  
 
In the last decade, the bioenergy market has be-
come increasingly important in the international 
trading of biomass feedstock and biofuels. Nev-
ertheless, there are concerns about the sustain-
ability of large-scale biofuel production, suggest-
ing it may lead to biodiversity loss, conflicts with 
food security, and increased net GHG emissions 
(Webb and Coates, 2012; Schlamann et al., 
2013).  

The European Union is currently the only market 
that promotes the use of VSS for the sustainabil-
ity assessment of feedstocks, biodiesel, and bi-
oethanol production. This is critical as consump-
tion and thus demand is expected to grow about 
60% to 70% by 2022 (Potts et al. 2014).  
 
Therefore, since approximately 2005, various or-
ganizations have started developing sustainabil-
ity standards, principles, and criteria (Vissers et 
al., 2011) and a variety of voluntary certification 

Sectoral analysis of biodiversity components within standards 
 

 
 
The sectoral analysis shows that: 

 Habitat protection is covered by every standard in each of the eight sectors. However, one of the three 
tourism standards do not specifically address protection against habitat loss, and neither does one of the 
twelve agriculture standards. 

 Species protection is included in 94% of standards sampled, and is only absent from one mining and 
one carbon standard. Measures to protect or manage threatened species are included in 86% of stand-
ards. There are strong references to both sustainable use (of species) and to invasive species in most 
standards from each sector, the principal exception being agriculture. 

 The concept priority conservation areas is absent from most of the sectors and, overall, is incorpo-
rated in less than half of the standards. When mentioned, priority conservation areas tend to be linked to 
the definition of habitat types. The Higher Conservation Value HCV approach, which is particularly 
common in forestry standards, is the principal vehicle for priority conservation areas. 

 The most complete coverage of the biodiversity components are in the forest sector standards fol-
lowed by the finance sector, while mining standards have the least coverage. 

 
Source:  UNEP-WCMC (2011) 
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bodies have developed or are developing stand-
ards for the production, processing, and trade of 
biomass derived from agricultural and forestry 
products (Web et al 2012). Certification schemes 
which consider the impacts of biofuel production 
on biodiversity - among other things - include the 
following: International Sustainability and Car-
bon Certification (ISCC), FSC, Roundtable on 
Sustainable Biofuels (RSB), the Fair Trade 
standards, GlobalGAP, and Sustainable Agricul-
ture Network-Rainforest Alliance (SAN-RA) 
(Vissers et al., 2011). Other crop-specific volun-
tary initiatives include the Better Sugar Cane In-
itiative, the Roundtable on Responsible Soy 
(RTRS), and the Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO). 
A study by Schlamann et al. (2013)  evaluates 
and compares 13 voluntary standards and certi-
fication schemes for biofuels using the Certifica-
tion Assessment Tool-CAT 28 (see Annex 4) de-
veloped by WWF (Schlamann et al., 2013). It 
shows that all standards subject to this study 
have similarly implemented the minimum EU cri-
teria29  and most standards have achieved a low 
or middle level rating in the WWF sustainability 

                                                
28 The CAT is a formal tool for analysing and comparing voluntary standards 
and certification schemes.  Using a detailed set of questions and criteria, the 
tool uses a point system to assess the strategic, structural, social and ecological 
strengths and weaknesses of standards and certification schemes against 
WWF’s requirements for a sustainable environmental and social standard. The 

standard criteria. According to the key environ-
mental criteria that WWF advocates, the current 
mandatory minimum sustainability require-
ments prescribed in the European Union’s Re-
newable Energy Directive (EU RED) cannot en-
sure that biofuels used in the EU (produced 
nationally or imported) are biodiversity-
friendly.  
 
The figure below shows an overview of the CAT 
assessment, focusing on the coverage of envi-
ronmental criteria within biofuels and biomass 
related standards. The analysis shows that some 
environmentally relevant criteria are less repre-
sented in these standards, including the imple-
mentation of environmental management sys-
tems on the corporate level, protecting endan-
gered species and handling of invasive species, 
limitations on the use of hazardous chemicals, 
waste and water management, restoration of ri-
parian areas and GMO segregation (Schlamann 
et al., 2013). 

  

CAT also identifies areas where the standards and certification schemes can 
improve. 

29 e.g., no conversion of land with high biodiversity value, reduction of GHG emis-
sions by at least 35 per cent, no conversion of high carbon stock areas. 
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Overview of the assessment results - environmental criteria 

 

 
Schlamann et al., 2013  
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4.6 In which geographic scope do standards 

and labels operate? 

This section gives an overview of the geographic 
scope of selected standards, summarizing the 
above-mentioned studies. It gives preference to 
standards within the agriculture (including biofu-
els and cotton), fisheries, and forestry sectors 
standards due to their geographic volume. 

 
4.6.1 Geographic scope of agriculture-related 
certification  
 
A study by Stanley at al. (2015) analyzing VSS 
suggests that most of them do not re- and ac-
quire sufficient geographic information (e.g., 
geospatially explicit maps of certified and HCV 
areas) in order to establish credible baselines 
and monitoring plans. Maps provided in audits 
vary substantially according to the specific VSS 
requirements. Some only illustrate where a cer-
tified entity is located within a country or region, 

while others provide detailed information on veg-
etation, geographic coordinates, property 
boundaries, size, and the date of information col-
lection (Stanley et al., 2015).  
The figure below shows the relative presence of 
some VSS initiatives (Potts et al., 2014; 2016) 
based on the number of certified hectares by 
continent. A noticeable feature is that VSS are 
varyingly prevalent in specific countries or re-
gions (Potts et al. 2014).  The observable trends 
of prevalence based on current area data from 
the figure include: 

 UTZ Certified is present in all regions, 
but particularly in African countries. 

 4C Association, Proterra, and Bonsurco 
have a focus on South American supply. 

 RSPO leads significantly in Asian sup-
ply. 

 IFOAM has an even distribution within 
supply across regions. 

 Fair Trade is relevant mainly in Africa, 
and Central and South America.  

 
Figure 8: Total Standard Compliant Hectares in each continent across all commodities, aggregated by initiative, 

2011/2012 

 
(Potts et al., 2014) 
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4.6.2 Geographic scope of certified seafood 
production30 
 
Certified seafood production is highly concen-
trated among a limited number of countries.  
More than 75% of certified seafood comes from 
South America, Europe, and North America, with 
South America accounting for nearly half of 
global certified production (Figure 9)31. Five  
countries account for two-thirds of certified sea-
food production, including:  Peru (25%), the 
United States (15%), Norway (11%), Chile (8%), 
and Russia (6%). Although North America and 
Europe account for 63% of certified seafood des-
tined for retail markets, Latin America represents 
an important source of certified seafood overall. 
Asia, which accounts for 69% of global seafood 
production, only accounts for 11% of certified 
production (Potts et al., 2014; 2016). 

 
 
 
 

4.6.3 Geographic scope of certified forests 
  
The certified area of forests grew at an average 
annual rate of 6% from 2008 to 2013.  FSC and 
PEFC certification are present across 80 coun-
tries (figure below), with a relatively heavier pres-
ence in North America and Europe (88%) than in 

South America and Africa (6%). Therein, Can-
ada and the United States are the most im-
portant countries by area certified for both 
schemes. Globally, FSC forest area accounts for 
approximately 4.5% of forest area, while PEFC 
forest area accounts for approximately 6% (Potts 
et al. 2014). 

 
Countries with the most certified forest, 2013 

 
 
Source: State of Sustainability Initiatives 2014 (form FSC and PEFC 2013), Potts et al. 2014 

 
  

                                                
30 http://www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/ssi-blue-economy-

2016.pdf 

31 The remarkable South American  

leadership in certified seafood is largely due to the certification of the Pe-
ruvian anchoveta fishery. 

Seafood certified production distribution by 
continents, 2015 

 
 
Source: State of Sustainability Initiatives, 2015 

http://www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/ssi-blue-economy-2016.pdf
http://www.iisd.org/sites/default/files/publications/ssi-blue-economy-2016.pdf
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4.6.4 Geographic scope of certified cotton 
 
Approximately 33,000 metric tons of cotton pro-
duction was standard-compliant in 2012, equiv-
alent to 3.4% of global production; and sales of 
standard-compliant production reached 1.6% of 
global production during the same year. Stand-
ard-compliant cotton production grew 54% per 

annum from 2008 to 2012, specifically in the fol-
lowing countries:  Brazil (30%), Pakistan (22%), 
and India (21%) which produce nearly three-
quarters of the world’s standard-compliant cot-
ton (see figure). 
 
 
 

 

Fifteen largest standard-compliant cotton producers, 2012 

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

 
4.7 Conclusion 
 
All the assessed standards can - to a varying de-
gree - be improved to better consider biodiver-
sity. The benchmark tools presented in this 
chapter could be used to develop more concrete 
criteria / indicators that fit into the scope of indi-
vidual standards. Sustainability standards need 
to be harmonized and made more homogenous, 
while maintaining relevance for their intended 
production systems. 
This chapter has identified inconsistencies in the 
terminology used to refer to biodiversity and eco-
system services in almost 50 different standards. 
This, coupled with the existence of many criteria 
that may be related to biodiversity or ecosystem 
services (e.g., soil, water, pollutants, or GHGs), 
increases the complexity of identifying clearly the 
contributions from standards to the conservation 
of biodiversity. 
The hypothesis raised in the previous chapter, 
assuming that single-sector standards cover 

less environmental and biodiversity criteria than 
multi-sector standards, is confirmed. Therein, 
GHG and energy criteria are least required 
across both single and multi-sector standards. 
 
In terms of the drivers of biodiversity loss, most 
standards take drivers such as overexploitation, 
habitat destruction and fragmentation, and habi-
tat degradation and modification well into ac-
count. Nevertheless, drivers such as invasive 
species and GMOs, research, awareness, and 
education, and energy use and GHGs were often 
poorly considered (UNEP-WCMC 2011; Potts et 
al. 2014). 
 
Finally, this chapter has provided an indication of 
how standards and certification schemes have 
established relevance across the geographical 
landscape. It suggests that many schemes re-
veal a distinctive prevalence in specific countries 
or specific global regions. 
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5. To what extent are the existing standards and labels appropriate 
for promoting biodiversity-friendly production and commercializa-
tion?  

 
With the idea of exploring some elements to an-
swer this question, this chapter begins by identi-
fying the labelling policies of the main VSS men-
tioned in different studies. It then shows the evo-
lution of how different models of communication 
have been adopted by the different standard 
schemes over the last 15 years. Some percep-
tions of authors referring to how environmental 
outcomes (impacts) are measured and commu-
nicated in the different standards are highlighted. 
Finally, consumer expectations are identified, 
with an overview of how consumers receive in-
formation about biodiversity. 
 
5.1 Labelling policies in Voluntary Sustaina-
bility Standards   
 
In general, there are two main basic business 
models that define the field of communication in 
VSS: the consumer-directed labels, named 
“business-to-consumer (B2C)” and the “busi-
ness-to-business standards (B2B)” (Potts et al., 
2014). Labelling is part of product branding 
and marketing, but also helps consumers 
and other stakeholders to more efficiently 
identify sustainable practices (public good). 
 
Consumer-oriented labels seek to inform con-
sumers about production practices and are often 
linked with education and / or brand develop-
ment. In contrast, the business-to-business 
model emphasizes value chain development 
and risk management, which are often part of the 
standards’ implementation process. While the 
use of a label is more likely to promote inten-
tional sustainable consumption at the level of the 
individual consumer, the business-to-business 
model eliminates reliance on individual con-
sumer choices, ensuring that sustainable prac-
tices are implemented and widely recognized 
(OECD, 2013). 
 
Among the VSS reviewed by Potts et al. (2014), 
approximately two-thirds32 perform marketing 
and labelling activities, revealing the close link 
between voluntary standards and product mar-
keting. These two-thirds roughly apply a con-
sumer-facing label, with the remaining one-third 
relying primarily on business-to-business imple-
mentation models.  

                                                
32 Bonsurco, CmiA, FLO, FSC, IFOAM, PEFC, Proterra, 
RSB, RSPO, SAN/RA, UTZ. 

This situation does not exclude the possibility 
that in some cases integrated models can be 
found with different standards that use both 
schemes based on products and markets. For 
example, UEBT (B2B scheme) and UTZ Certi-
fied (B2C scheme) offer a joint program for 
herbal teas: UEBT certifies the herbs used for 
tea and UTZ traces them from the producer to 
the shelf. 
 
The figure below decomposes the growth of 
ELIS by communication channels.  
It focuses on business-to-consumers (B2C), 
government-to-consumers (G2C), business-to-
business (B2B), and government-to-business 
(G2B) communications.  
In the figure on the next page we can see again 
that B2C schemes occupy the largest share 

(70%) and display the highest growth), followed 
by G2C (17%), B2B (11%), and G2B (1%). The 
figure also shows a reduced share but rapidly 
evolving introduction of B2B schemes.  
This can include for instance private reporting 
mechanisms on GHG emissions or schemes 
based on Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) meth-
ods. Examples matching most of these charac-
teristics include ISO type III B2B standards33 like 
private biofuel, carbon footprinting and energy 
efficiency standards schemes (OECD, 2013). 

 
 
 
 
 

  

33 Type III environmental declarations (ISO 14025:2006) are 
primarily intended for use in business-to-business commu-
nication, but their use in business-to-consumer communica-
tion under certain conditions is not precluded. 

Consumer oriented labels and corresponding mar-
ket activities play a more direct role in building 
consumer demand for green products. Business-
to-business initiatives tend to focus on building 
private sector demand, not by operating as differ-
entiators in the market, but by setting “rules of en-
try” to the market (OECD, 2013). 
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Evolution of the number of ELIS by main communication channel 

 
From various datasets of the OECD report (2013) 

 
5.1.1 Seals as a means of communication 
 
Figure 13 (OECD, 2013) presents the evolution 
of ELIS-based means of communication for 
standards schemes. The panel shows the 
growth in four aggregate categories of ELIS dur-
ing five periods within a forty-two-year time span: 

these include seals, claims, declarations, and 
others. The figure reveals that environmental 
seals are the most widely introduced ELIS. 
Other claims, declarations, and further means 
followed a slowing growth until the end of the 
1990s, and then a progressive acceleration in 
the first decade of the 2000s.  

 

Evolution of ELIS numbers of communication means. 
Growth in seals, claims, declarations, and others during five periods between 1970 and 2012 

 
OECD, 2013 

 
5.2 Difficulties of Voluntary Sustainability 
Standards in communicating biodiversity 
values and demonstrating impacts  
 
Even with efforts to make the labels on products 
as consistent as possible, there are perceptions 

that they fail to provide enough information to di-
minish the information gap between producers 
and consumers. Most eco-labels are unclear 
about the environmental themes they standard-
ize. Some “disguise” an environmental theme by 
not using the correct wordings, for example, 
while others only briefly standardize it. Some 
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laws prohibit the misleading of consumers, but 
language such as ‘sustainable’ and ‘environ-
mentally-friendly’ are too vague to specify the 
meaning of an eco-label (van Amstel-van Saane 
et al.,  2007). 
A recent review on VSS (Castka et al., 2016), 
which investigated biodiversity conservation out-
comes, shows that most eco-labelling schemes 
had an ambivalent rating on their effect on biodi-
versity conservation. They also showed prob-
lems in setting an ecological baseline and a lack 
of clear and coherent guidelines for achieving bi-
odiversity conservation outcomes. These 
schemes also often lack robust monitoring 
schemes. This study also reveals that sustaina-
ble agriculture standards, in general, have few 
common indicators or data collection guidelines. 
Most of them are limited to mitigating direct or 
indirect land use change impacts and lack guide-
lines on biodiversity-friendly agriculture practices 
(Castka et al., 2016).   
 
If the ecological impact of an eco-label is not well 
measured and monitored, it cannot be communi-
cated transparently to the consumer. A con-
sumer hardly ever sees the results or hears the 
success stories of what eco-labels have accom-
plished, though they may expect to receive infor-
mation with regards to these issues.  
The disadvantage of objectification is that trust in 
a producer is being replaced by trust in accred-
ited certification bodies (van Amstel-van Saane,  
2007). Although most VSS explicitly require par-
ticipants to monitor or measure performance, 
many do not provide detailed requirements for 
the development of monitoring plans nor perfor-
mance indicators guiding regular data collection.  
 
Especially in the forestry sector, comprehensive 
monitoring systems are critical for ensuring com-
pliance with forest-related targets and accurate 
measurement of forest-related impacts (Stanley 
et al., 2015). In the biofuels sector, except for 
Bonsurco, nearly all schemes analyzed by WWF 
(2013) either had no monitoring and evaluation 
system or possessed only a poorly developed 
one (Schlamann et al., 2013)34. 
 
5.3 Consumer preferences and how they hear 
about biodiversity   
 
In general, there is an increase in consumer sen-
sitivity (mainly in Europe and North America) on 
the environmental issues linked to the production 
of some commodities. Also, there is a desire to 
contribute to the environment by buying products 
which are non-degrading and non-polluting to-
wards the ecosystems. 

                                                
34 Impact assessment and monitoring the long-term effects of certification 
(WWF  2013 - biofuels). 

The Eurobarometer Survey (2011) shows that 
the clear majority of Europeans considered envi-
ronmental change to be an important issue, with 
the majority stating they are willing to pay more 
for environmentally-friendly products or services 
(European Commission, 2014). Another re-
search (Organic Farming, 2011) in five European 
countries shows that some organic consumers 
are willing to pay more if they feel that an organic 
product incorporates ethical values, which go be-
yond the basic organic standards. This research 
tested seven “Organic Plus” attributes and found 
that ‘regional / local production’, ‘animal welfare’, 
and ‘fair prices for farmers’ were the most im-
portant to consumers. Instead, issues like ‘care 
farming’, ‘protection of biodiversity’, ‘considera-
tion of cultural features in production’, and ‘social 
aspects of production’ (such as working condi-
tions) were less relevant. 
 
The UEBT (2016) Biodiversity Barometer35 re-
veals that 93% of surveyed persons would be 
more interested in buying from a company that 
pays attention to biodiversity. Eight of ten re-
spondents consistently indicated that they ex-
pect companies to have sourcing policies that re-
spect biodiversity. They expect companies to re-
spect people and biodiversity, but are currently 
far from confident that appropriate measures are 
being taken. This report also shows that brand 
reputation is most important in order to per-
suading people that companies respect bio-
diversity.  
 
Consumers want to receive more information, 
and can be convinced by concrete stories and 
images of what happens in supply chains. 
Hence, reputation can be built through authentic 
storytelling and external validation. Additionally, 
it is assumed that consumers would like to con-
tribute to biodiversity conservation, but often-
times lack the knowledge in how to achieve this.  
 
Considering the difficulties in translating the val-
ues of a biodiversity-friendly product into a label, 
/ standard / certification scheme, what other 
means could businesses use to inform about 
their impacts on biodiversity (or further environ-
mental issues)?  
 
The UEBT (2016) Biodiversity Barometer re-
veals that TV and radio programs, schools, 
and newspapers and magazines are the main 
sources for creating awareness of biodiver-
sity, whereas brand communication is still lim-
ited as source of information (UEBT 2016). 

35 Launched in 2009, the Biodiversity Barometer now distils the results of 
eight years of research on biodiversity awareness among 54,000 people 
in 16 countries. 
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5.4 Conclusion  
 
Most of the standards schemes analyzed in the 
revised reports have links to marketing and la-
belling activities. Section 5 of this report shows 
that the B2C models have the largest market 
segment and the fastest growth rate in the last 
years. Therefore, seals and labels lead as a 
means of communication, but other environmen-
tal claims also show a notable growth in the last 
decade.  
Seals and labels can support a change in the 
perspective of producers to support biodiversity 
and the adoption of best practices. Nevertheless, 
too few mechanisms exist to inform consumers 
of the impacts of the implementation of these 
good practices and to promote a change in con-
sumer purchasing behavior towards products 
that are more sustainable or biodiversity-friendly. 

Standard setting organizations and research 
partners see importance in determining biodiver-
sity specific monitoring on sustainable produc-
tion or management plans. These can then be 
integrated as a basis of continual improvement, 
allowing farmers, producers, and collectors to 
collaborate towards sustainability and biodiver-
sity protection (Ptts et al. 2016).  
For successful biodiversity-friendly production 
and commercialization, it is recommended to use 
multiple communication methods in addition to 
labels. For example, other means to inform 
about biodiversity impacts and good practices in-
clude: independent news coverage, reports, tel-
evision and radio documentaries, annual re-
ports, affiliation with a respected non-profit or 
civic organization, employee volunteerism, ad-
vertising, or website reporting of current commu-
nity work (Nielsen 2015). 
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6. Proposals to improve existing standards and labels  
 

Based on the literature review and its results, this 
chapter will consolidate a list of proposals to im-
prove existing standards and labels. It will then 
suggest recommendations on how to implement 
these improvements to further promote the con-
servation and sustainable use of biodiversity.  
 
The agricultural (i.e., food and beverages, feed, 
and biofuels) and forestry sectors are those with 
the largest ecological footprint and are responsi-
ble for a high loss of biodiversity on the planet. 
Therefore, encouraging the development of bio-
diversity-friendly production systems in these 
sectors would greatly encourage the conserva-
tion and sustainable use of biodiversity and eco-
system services. 
 
There are several possible ways in which stand-
ards policies related to biodiversity and ecosys-
tem services could be improved. These include, 
among others, the use of clear and consistent 
terms, definitions, and approaches and the over-
all inclusion of safeguards that address the key 
pressures on biodiversity and ecosystem ser-
vices (UNEP-WCMC 2011). 
 
The next paragraphs resume a compilation of 
the most relevant recommendations and pro-
posals to improve existing standards and labels 
found in the literature review: 
 
6.1 Adopt internationally recognized defini-
tions and more explicit biodiversity criteria in 
current schemes 
 
Key findings indicate the importance of standard-
izing language and terminology within standards 
schemes, so that all stakeholders have a univer-
sal understanding of their meaning and usage. 
Revised studies have found that there is a grow-
ing need for better guidance for standard setting 
bodies on how biodiversity could be better incor-
porated within standards with respect to the 
terms and definitions required, with respect 
to the identification of biodiversity on the 
ground, and with respect to the question 
which safeguard measures are likely to pro-
vide more benefits (UNEP-WCMC, 2011). 
 
The adoption of accepted published defini-
tions for the different components of biodiversity 
would be a major step forward (CBD-UNEP, 
2012). Certification and standards setting bodies 
must ensure that official definitions of all used 
terms are provided - and if there is no official def-
inition, these bodies must provide their own def-
inition of terms (Hammerl et al., 2014).    
Policy standards could also clarify, which as-
pects of biodiversity are being addressed, 

and why particularly those are focused upon. 
Aligning policy terms and definitions with other 
standards in a certain sector would increase the 
effectiveness of the safeguards, ensuring that 
key issues are managed in a complementary 
and sectoral way.  Improving the compatibility of 
standards’ policies may also pave the way to col-
laboration between standard setting bodies and 
their compliant parties.   
 
Biodiversity criteria are addressed in certification 
schemes. Nevertheless, evaluating these crite-
ria is challenging, as it is difficult to separate 
the relationships of biodiversity from other indi-
cators (e.g., water conservation, soil manage-
ment, or use of pesticides) (KPMG, 2012). 
Therefore, standards should be more explicit in 
what they mean by “conserving biological diver-
sity” and for what purpose. 
 
6.2 Incorporate an ecosystem services ap-
proach  
 
An ecosystem services approach requires 
standards schemes to acknowledge the im-
portance of areas for ecosystem service provi-
sion and delivery, and to set requirements that 
maintain or maximize those services (CBD-
UNEP, 2012). The CBD and a UNEP program 
(2012) report several high-level recommenda-
tions that support the strengthening of ecosys-
tem services in standards.  
 
These include:  

 Standard setting bodies should imple-
ment a sectoral level assessment of rele-
vant ecosystem services.  

 Where possible, requirements for the 
identification and assessment of all eco-
system services, and beneficiaries that 
may be impacted by operations should 
be set.  

 Ecosystem service values should be in-
cluded in the prioritization of protected ar-
eas that could be impacted by opera-
tions. 

 Aspects of ecosystem service delivery to 
beneficiaries should be considered 
through measures including maintaining 
connectivity of habitats and natural water 
courses.  

 A full list of ecosystem services with ex-
planatory material to illustrate their full 
scope should be provided. 
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6.3 Include broader landscape / seascape 
considerations in certification processes 
 
As mentioned above in Section 3, standards typ-
ically operate at the site level and influence de-
cisions of individual operators in isolation.  
Instead, sustainability needs to take place at the 
landscape / seascape level in order to ensure 
long-term viability of natural ecosystems and a 
sustainable flow of ecosystem services from ar-
eas of production to areas of consumption.  The 
biodiversity and ecosystem services related cri-
teria which are being required in sustainability 
standards need to consider these wider land-
scape / seascape objectives and help to identify 
suitable locations for economic activity and ar-
eas that require protection or restoration to main-
tain or enhance biodiversity and ecosystem ser-
vice values.  
In order to up-date these improvements in stand-
ards schemes, land use and marine spatial plan-
ning exercises should be carried out prior to 
business development initiatives. Thereby,  the 
most appropriate project sites and areas where 
restoration activities could be carried out to 
maintain optimal function and connectivity of nat-
ural ecosystems can be identified (CBD-UNEP, 
2012; Potts et al. 2016). 
It is also advisable that operators refer to existing 
land use maps that are available in the region. 
Thereby, development can be achieved in line 
with local and regional conservation and socio-
economic objectives. Standards that promote 
good production practices generally achieve a 
higher environmental performance than those 
proposed by local authorities, and therefore the 
use of such maps needs to be integrated with 
other measures in place to maintain holistic sus-
tainable landscapes / seascapes (CBD-UNEP, 
2012). 
 
6.4 Local values reflected in biodiversity cri-
teria and indicators under certification 
schemes 
 
Environmental standards still lack a comprehen-
sive framework that takes into account biological 
as well as cultural diversity recognizing and rep-
resenting local communities and their values. It 
is relevant to extend the concept of biodiversity 
to biocultural diversity and to include it in certifi-
cation schemes. This entails criteria that recog-
nize local and indigenous communities, their val-
ues, and their   rights. Standards should inte-
grate the cultural aspects of ecosystems and the 
equitable sharing of ecosystem benefits within 
heterogeneous communities (Wiersum and Ku-
mud, 2010).  
 
 

 

6.5 Promote the adoption of the ‘mitigation 
hierarchy’ and ‘no net loss’ approaches  
 
Widely recognized as best practice for private 
sector management of biodiversity and required 
by law in some jurisdictions, the mitigation hier-
archy promotes the avoidance of negative im-
pacts on biodiversity and, when this is not possi-
ble, examines mitigation alternatives in a logical 
sequence. Certifiers / auditors can check 
whether the certified business has acted in ac-
cordance with the mitigation hierarchy in formu-
lating business objectives and measures.  
 
Standard setting organizations could provide 
certified operations with information on success-
ful examples for achieving no-net-loss of biodi-
versity (e.g., planting of habitat-providing trees) 
and create frameworks for enabling the meas-
urement of biodiversity preservation, i.e. collect-
ing baseline data and implementing a monitoring 
system. 

 
6.6 Recognize protected areas, Indigenous 
and Community Conserved Areas (ICCA), 
and priority conservation areas 
 
It is advisable that complying companies operat-
ing in or near protected areas, ICCA, and priority 
conservation areas be required to avoid negative 
impacts in these areas and, if needed, support 
the development of management plans to en-
sure that protection objectives are stated and 
met. Operating in ICCA should be considered 
within standards in terms of biodiversity and hu-
man rights (CBD-UNEP, 2012). 
 
The inclusion of important biodiversity, beyond 
protected areas, might help to address some 
shortfalls in the approach taken to protect spe-
cies and habitats, while also addressing con-
cerns of the international conservation commu-
nity. Priority areas include, but are not limited to, 
the HCV approach and the set of Key Biodiver-
sity Area types. Farm operations near HCV ar-
eas should assess and evaluate the current sit-
uation of endangered / Red List species and con-
tinuously monitor them (e.g., with national lists, 
or the IUCN red list).  Information, working doc-
uments, and positives examples among others 
should be provided to all operators (UNEP-
WCMC, 2011; CBD-UNEP, 2012). 

 
6.7 Addressing direct drivers of biodiversity 
and ecosystem service loss 
 
Direct drivers of biodiversity and ecosystem ser-
vice loss are often within the control of individual 
operators. One of the roles of standards 
schemes is to influence relevant drivers to mini-
mize negative impacts and maximize positive 
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outcomes for biodiversity and ecosystem ser-
vices.   Standard setting bodies should assess 
the relevance of each pressure of the types of 
operations, and ensure that businesses regulate 
and design appropriate measures to address 
these pressures (CBD-UNEP, 2012).  

Table 4 resumes some recommendations 
that standards should consider to improve ac-
tions inhibiting biodiversity and ecosystem ser-
vice loss. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 4. Recommendations for standards schemes to include biodiversity and ecosystem service 
loss. 
 

Driver Recommendations 

Habitat and land 
cover change  

 Site selection with clearly identified and defined no-go situations and areas; 
minimization of habitat disturbance and degradation; and habitat restoration 
and connectivity. 

Sustainable use 
of harvested spe-
cies and water 
consumption 

 Focus on operations that cause direct exploitation of wild species (e.g., fish-
eries, ornamentals, forestry, pet trade, leather/fashion, cosmetics, or phar-
maceuticals) and that use natural water supplies.  

 Recommended strategies focus on sustainable use (e.g., management plans 
or controlling and monitoring harvest) that can be based on several factors 
related to the species' biology, location, and method of harvest.   

 Water requirements should include an understanding and assessment of the  
requirements of the operation as well as other water users in the local area; 
water availability of the area, including seasonal and annual trends; cumula-
tive impacts of consumption; and the impact of the operation's water con-
sumption based on the water source and other water users in the local area. 

 Also, a monitoring scheme for water availability and reporting processes on 
water-based conflicts with other water users should be established.  

Pollution and ex-
ternal inputs  

 Control the release of pollutants and reduce pollution levels, coupled with 
monitoring requirements to ensure more effective controls. 

 Pollution management strategies should consider the protection of selected 
areas (with relevance on biodiversity and ecosystem services) through vege-
tated buffer zones or distance barriers; and the protection and restoration of 
natural aquatic ecosystems (in vegetated riparian zones) to prevent erosion 
and reduce the release of pollutants into the water body.  

 Identify and protect areas with high biodiversity and ecosystem service 
value, including local communities. These areas can be protected by avoid-
ing operations within specified distances and implementing sustainably man-
aged buffer zones around the areas.  

 Finally, monitoring air, water, and soil pollution levels in priority areas to 
ensure that protection measures are sufficient. 

Climate change  Relevant for operations that are energy intensive or cause conversion of nat-
ural ecosystems.  

 Recommended mitigation strategies should focus on factors such as energy 
efficiency, land-use practices, and restoration. Ecosystem based adaptation 
is highlighted to promote resilience and diversity of natural ecosystems  

Invasive species 
and genes  

 Relevant to operations that may lead to accidental or deliberate introduction 
of species outside of their natural distribution, as well as those using GMOs.  

 Recommended mitigation strategies focus on controlling the use of non-na-
tive species and GMOs, and controlling their spread into natural ecosys-
tems. 

 

Source: CBD-UNEP, 2012a; Potts et al. 2014 
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6.8 Alignment with the Aichi Biodiversity Tar-
gets  
 
The missions of many standards systems are of-
ten already aligned with one or several Aichi tar-
gets (mainly Targets 6 and 7). The targets can 
be used to identify those aspects of biodiversity 
and ecosystem services to which standards can 
reasonably contribute.  On the other hand, certi-
fication schemes and standards can help in-
achieving the objectives of the CBD and other 
related international conventions (CBD-UNEP, 
2012). 
 
6.9 Training in the field of biodiversity for cer-
tifiers and certified organizations  
 
The benefit which standards contribute to biodi-
versity protection and businesses depends on 
the quality of the standard itself and its imple-
mentation. Studies (CBD-UNEP, 2012; Global 
Nature Fund and Bodensee Stiftung, 2014) have 
revealed that only a few standard setting organ-
izations offer trainings on the various aspects of 
biodiversity to certified farm operations.   
According to the CBD and UNEP (2012), farm 
operators urgently need support in order to un-
derstand and to guarantee the proper implemen-
tation of biodiversity related measures. Training 
for certifiers, their auditors, and for certified or-
ganizations should be addressed jointly by 
standard setting organizations to guarantee a 
minimum quality of training, exploit synergies, 
and achieve cost-savings (Hammerl et al., 
2014). 
Biodiversity should be appropriately integrated 
into all offers / activities for the training of certi-
fied organizations. Standard setting organiza-
tions should ensure that certifiers / auditors are 
trained to ensure and deliver competence in all 
relevant aspects of biodiversity certification and 
assessment. For better practice, networking be-
tween the certifiers is encouraged and the effec-
tiveness of training measures should regularly 
be investigated to continually improve its quality 
(Hammerl, 2014). 
Some standards setting organizations were 
asked by the CBD and UNEP (2012) if support 
was needed in order to strengthen ecosystem 
services safeguards. In response, all partici-
pants of that survey agreed on the need for fur-
ther assistance, suggesting a wide range of ac-
tivities including the development of guidance 
and teaching materials for standard setting bod-

                                                
36 A global, historical Landsat archive is now on-line through 
the Google Earth Engine; new Earth observation satellites 
monitoring cover change, above-ground biomass, forest 
fires, and deforestation in places tied to commodity supply 
chains are freely accessible on-line, notably through the 
Global Forest Watch web site for example. For some data, 
time series covering a couple of decades are available, thus 

ies and their clients, financial support, case stud-
ies on the implementation of ecosystem services 
safeguards, and cost effective solutions for im-
plementing and regulating ecosystem service 
safeguards. 

 
6.10 A monitoring system for the impact on 
biodiversity at a regional scale   
 
Serious monitoring that provides evidence that 
the certified businesses or products - and hence 
the standards - contribute to the conservation of 
biological diversity is needed. Metrics and indi-
cators are critical to establish baselines, quantify 
benefits, and target biodiversity-focused ex-
penditures.   
Instead of a separate monitoring system for each 
company, standard setting organizations should 
propose one monitoring system for all the certi-
fied farmers in the region. Biodiversity monitoring 
is a task that standard setting organizations 
should implement together to be more meaning-
ful and cost effective.  Standard setting organi-
zations could agree upon a common framework 
for biodiversity monitoring to tackle this task to-
gether and generate comparable results. 
Finance for the development of national, re-
gional, and international data collection and 
sharing systems is needed to enable VSS to 
share data with harmonized parameters, thereby 
supporting effective biodiversity management 
(Potts et al. 2016).  

Milder et al. (2016) suggest exploiting the rich 
existent geographical and environmental data36 
in order to evaluate farm and landscape-level 
outcomes of VSS. Ideally, these data should in-
clude exact farm boundaries and an identifica-
tion of each cultivated plot, especially when cer-
tification does not concern the entire production 
of a farm. All certification programs recognize the 
utility of spatial data on certified operations, but 
each program is on its own path to acquire that 
information (Castka  et al. 2016). 
 
6.11 Promote supply push and market pull for 
a diversity of certified products and services 
 
Increasing consumer awareness and supply-
chain management by large commercial buyers 
could be realized through for example: commer-
cial buyers’ networks setting targets; the creation 
of eco-investment funds to support companies 
that are certified and / or have shown innovative 
ways of creating sustainable business models; 

allowing measurement of land cover dynamics since the 
adoption of certification. The high spatial resolution of some 
of the remote sensing data facilitates evaluation research 
that links socio-economic data with land cover data at the 
level of individual decision-making units (i.e., farms).  
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or using retail and other stakeholders to influ-
ence quality specifications (TEEB, 2010). 
Trade standards that define product quality (e.g., 
appearance, minimum size etc.) could be a sig-
nificant barrier to the diversity of various prod-
ucts. Consumers are often not aware of the im-
pact of product quality requirements on biodiver-
sity. Therefore, retail should use its communica-
tion potentials to raise awareness among con-
sumers (Global Nature Fund and Bodensee 
Stiftung, 2014).  
 
6.12 Biodiversity standards toolkit  
 
For Wenban-Smith (2012) a biodiversity stand-
ards toolkit would establish a consistent frame-
work that any standards system could follow 
when it comes to addressing biodiversity issues.  
It would identify the key high-level elements that 
need to be included, and provide examples and 
advice on approaches that have proven effective 
in practice. It would include a glossary of recom-
mended terminology and references to interna-
tional agreements and a guide on its use to de-
velop standards applicable to different sectors, 
ecosystems, and countries.  

This innovative toolkit would need to be devel-
oped in collaboration with existing standards ini-
tiatives and biodiversity experts, and designed 
as a public good, both free and freely available 
to all users. It would not be a standard that could 
itself be implemented in the field, and would not 
be the basis for yet another label. It would be the 
‘Intel inside’ of other standards systems. Uptake 
would depend on standard developers finding it 
of value, and choosing to use it when they de-
velop new standards or review and revise exist-
ing ones. As standards become increasingly 
aligned, it would improve clarity for producers 
(there are, after all, only so many ways that pro-
ducers can address biodiversity effectively). It 
would also allow for shared training for auditors, 
and over time create the potential for single ‘bio-
diversity compliance’ audits covering the re-
quirements of multiple standards systems.  
 
The open question remains: Who will promote 
the first step? 
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7. Initiatives, projects, and actors dealing with the inclusion of con-
servation and sustainable use of biodiversity criteria into existing 
standards and labels 

 
The aim of this exploratory search of initiatives37 
was to identify which initiatives have effectively 
integrated or monitored the state of biodiversity 
and ecosystem services into existing standards. 
The list in Section 7.1 could help identify poten-
tial projects and actors with whom the Private 
Business Action for Biodiversity project could co-
operate. It includes potential partners and con-
crete actions on the field at different levels (i.e., 
multilateral, international, and national).   Rele-
vant initiatives are briefly described, with the 
main actors involved, main working areas, and 
possible interactions with Private Business Ac-
tion for Biodiversity. 
Initiatives included in the list were integrated into 
three main categories: 

 
1. Knowledge management collaborative 

platforms: could serve in benchmarking, 
advocacy, awareness raising, and as mes-
sengers in the tough mission of enhancing 
biodiversity integration into the actual stand-
ards and labels landscape. Contacting and 

searching for participation and dialogue with 
some initiatives within this platform could 
help Private Business Action for Biodiversity 
to identify, give orientation, or actualize con-
tacts. It could also help promoting biodiver-
sity issues into the standards and certifica-
tion policy agenda at the international level. 
Later on, these initiatives could share some 
of the results of the project.  

2. Improvement and innovation projects or 
initiatives: should help to expand already 
existent experiences, mechanisms, and in-
struments with certification schemes (such 
as FSC or BCI) or standards setting organi-
zations (such as ISEAL). 

3. National initiatives: Could help to identify 
orientation in each of the prioritized coun-
tries. 

 

 
 

 
7.1 Knowledge management and collaborative platforms 
 

Initiative 
 

What is it? Who partici-
pates? 

Working Areas Possible 
interactions 

The State of Sus-
tainability Initia-
tives (SSI) 

Reports on the 
characteristics, 
performance, and 
market trends of 
sustainability ini-
tiatives. 

 

Facilitated by the 
International Insti-
tute for Sustainable 
Development 
(IISD) and  
United Nations 
Conference on 
Trade and Develop-
ment (UNCTAD). 

 

Offers to supply chain decision-mak-
ers —with high-level data and analysis 
needed to navigate the increasingly 
complex world of sustainability stand-
ards. 
The SSI is motivated by recognizing 
the need for improved information 
exchange among stakeholders in VSIs 
and among VSS themselves.  
The objective of the SSI is to stimu-
late regular reporting on the state of 
play across VSI, offering a framework 
for understanding the characteristics, 
important issues, and market trends 
for select sustainability initiatives and 
standards operating in global markets.    

Follow up IISD in-
itiative and bench-
mark reports. 

 
Next 2017 SSI re-
port with focus on 
Biodiversity and 
Standards. 
Use of these results 
can help to mobi-
lize standard set-
ting organizations.  

 
 
 

Standards Map 
(ITC) 

 

A database of 
more than 100 
VSS: The Inter-
national Trade 
Centre (ITC). 

In the framework 
of Trade for Sus-
tainable Develop-
ment (ITC-T4SD) 
program.  

 
 
 

Provides information about govern-
ance and criteria of different stand-
ards as a means for improving private 
sector and policy-maker decision 
making related to VSS. 
There is history of cooperation with 
them and GIZ. 

Perform more ex-
plicit Biodiversity 
criteria into the 
platform. 

 
7.2 Improvement and innovation 

                                                
37 For a comprehensive list of the landscape of issues and 
initiatives, UNFSS have a  report: https://unfss.files.word-
press.com/2012/05/unfss-report-initiatives-2_draft_lores.pdf 

 

https://unfss.files.wordpress.com/2012/05/unfss-report-initiatives-2_draft_lores.pdf
https://unfss.files.wordpress.com/2012/05/unfss-report-initiatives-2_draft_lores.pdf
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Initiative 
 

What is it? Who partici-
pates? 

Working Areas Possible interactions 

International 
Social and En-
vironmental Ac-
creditation and 
Labelling Alli-
ance (ISEAL) 

A group of members 
tried to stream activi-
ties to measure biodi-
versity, involving in-
corporating biodiver-
sity indicators into 
their M&E systems, 
collecting data in 
high biodiversity 
landscapes, and con-
tributing to impact 
evaluations that 
could substantiate 
their impacts. 
This work has no fol-
low up because of 
ISEAL`s low capac-
ity. 

ISEAL members: 
Fairtrade Labelling 
Organization (FLO), 
Sustainable Agricul-
ture Network 
(SAN/RA), 4C Asso-
ciation, Global Cof-
fee Platform, UTZ 
CERTIFIED (UTZ), 
Bonsurco – The Bet-
ter Sugar Cane Initia-
tive (BSI), 
Roundtable for Sus-
tainable Biomaterials 
(RSB), Roundtable 
on Sustainable Palm 
Oil (RSPO), The 
Better Cotton Initia-
tive (BCI), Aquacul-
ture Stewardship 
Council (ASC), Ma-
rine Stewardship 
Council (MSC), For-
est Stewardship 
Council (FSC), Un-
ion for Ethical Bio-
Trade (UEBT), Re-
sponsible Jewellery 
Council (RJC), Jew-
elry, Alliance for Wa-
ter Stewardship.  

 

Full members must comply 
with the “Codes of Good Prac-
tice” for determining credible 
standard-setting and manage-
ment processes.  
Work with members on devel-
oping M&E systems, identifying 
meaningful indicators and data 
collection strategies and build-
ing capacity to engage in impact 
evaluation. 
Proving certification’s impact 
on biodiversity should increase 
confidence in certification as a 
tool for biodiversity conserva-
tion and help drive demand for 
what could be deemed “biodi-
versity-friendly” certification in 
the future (for more infor-
mation see http://www.isealal-
liance.org/) 

 

Private Business Action 
for Biodiversity could 
explore supporting 
ISEAL (or some selected 
members) to improve 
their performance on bi-
odiversity indices. 
Support could include 
the pilot development of 
harmonized parameters, 
integrated data collecting 
and sharing systems, im-
plementation of a group 
of M&E systems, and 
develop guidance to con-
crete measures in the 
field. 
This could be done by 
sectors or with specific 
standards operating in a 
same region. 

Global Nature 
Fund 
Specific project:  

“Biodiversity in 

Standards and 
Labels for the 
Food Industry” 

The objective is to 
improve the biodi-
versity performance 
of standards and la-
bels within the food 
industry by a) sup-
porting standard set-
ting organizations to 
include efficient bio-
diversity criteria into 
their schemes; and b) 
motivating food pro-
cessing companies 
and retailers to in-
clude biodiversity cri-
teria into their sourc-
ing guidelines. 

Global Nature 
Fund Bodensee-
Stiftung supported 
by the EU LIFE Pro-
gram. 

This initiative 
will help facilitate 
regular exchange 
among representa-
tives from the food 
industry, standard-
setting organizations, 
and other stakehold-
ers. 

 

Trainings for certifiers and audi-
tors as well as the responsible 
personnel in companies.  
Development and implementa-
tion of a universal monitoring 
system for biodiversity.  
Dissemination of results and in-
formation to the food sector 
and standard-setting organiza-
tions.  
Publish an "Easy Guide" on bi-
odiversity criteria in standards, 
labels, and corporate guidelines 
in Spanish, French, Portuguese, 
English, and German. 
The Biodiversity Performance 
Tool (BPT) will be tested in a 
pilot project involving farms in 
Germany, Spain, Portugal, and 
France. The final version of the 
BPT will be made available for 
certifiers, assessors, and 
product managers.  
A monitoring system and da-
tabase tracking the biodiversity 
performance at farm level will 
be set up, informing and invit-
ing standard setting and label-
ling organizations to join. 
A sectoral initiative, “Biodiver-
sity Performance in the Food 
Sector”, will be created until 
2020. The aim is to raise biodi-
versity performance using com-
monly accepted and imple-

Union of Ethical Bio-
trade (UEBT) expressed 
their interest to carry out 
application pilots with 
GNF`s Biodiversity Per-
formance Tool at the 
production level in Brazil 
and India. 
(Source: personal com-
munication with R. 
Kutch). 

http://www.isealalliance.org/
http://www.isealalliance.org/


 
 

46 
 

mented priority criteria for bio-
diversity within the whole food 
sector. 

Natural Capital 
Coalition and 
sector guides 

A global multi-stake-
holder collaboration 
that brings together 
leading global initia-
tives and organiza-
tions to harmonize 
approaches to natural 
capital. 

 

TEEB for Business 
evolved to become 
the Natural Capital 
Coalition in 2014. 
Organizations from 
research, science, ac-
ademia, business, ad-
visory, membership, 
accountancy, report-
ing, standard setting, 
finance, investment, 
policy, government, 
conservation, and 
civil society. 

Natural Capital Coalition and 
sector guides (the three first: 
Apparel, Food & Beverage, and 
Finance) 
The Protocol is applicable to 
any business sector, operating in 
any geographical location, and 
at any organizational level. It al-
lows measuring, valuating, and 
integrating natural capital into 
existing business processes.  

The Protocol focuses on 
improving internal decision 
making.  

Mexico´s GIZ program, 
EcoValor, has a focus in-
terest in involving the fi-
nance sector. It has 
made contact with NCC 
to make some confer-
ences in this cooperation 
framework. 
(Source: personal com-
munication with F. 
Starnfeld/GIZ-Mx)  

 
 

FSC: Forest 
Certification for 
Ecosystem Ser-
vices (ES) 

FSC launched a pilot 
project, which aims 
to adapt FSC stand-
ards to emerging ES 
markets. 
FSC adapts existing 
and emerging ES 
schemes and market 
infrastructure to cre-
ate FSC-verified ES 
assets (i.e., sellable 
ES products), rather 
than creating entirely 
new systems38.  

 

FSC 
UNEP 
CIFOR assists tech-
nically in the devel-
opment of protocols 
for verifying the im-
pact of forest man-
agement, conserva-
tion, maintenance, 
and/or enhancement 
of ecosystem ser-
vices. 

 
 

FSC is developing two tools for 
certificate holders to access 
emerging markets for these ser-
vices:    
a) A methodology39 that FSC 
certificate holders can use to 
demonstrate the positive impact 
of their forest management ac-
tivities on ecosystem services.  . 
b) Based on this demonstrated 
impact, an FSC ecosystem ser-
vices claim will provide govern-
ments, investors, buyers, and 
businesses assurance that the 
impacts for which they are pay-
ing do preserve ecosystem ser-
vices. 
This will allow FSC certificate 
holders to select a claim in one 
of five categories of ecosystem 
services: carbon sequestration 
and storage, biodiversity conser-
vation, watershed services, soil 
conservation, or recreational 
services40. 

Knowledge sharing 
about the challenges and 
pathways of ecosystem 
services certification. 
Supporting FSC in a pi-
lot implementation of 
the new approach in 
Brazil or India could be 
explored. 
Support the promotion 
of the new scheme, if 
available (for example 
via trainings, workshops, 
documents). 

 
 
 

 
7.3 National Initiatives 
The table below shows an overview of some initiatives in pre-selected countries. 
Country and 
initiative 

 

What is it? Who participates? Working Areas Possible interactions 

India:  
Business & Bi-
odiversity Ini-
tiative (IBBI) 

National plat-
form for busi-
ness to pro-
mote sharing 
and learning, 
and lead to 
mainstreaming 
sustainable 
management of 
biodiversity by 
business. 

IBBI was initiated by the 
Ministry of Environment, 
Forests and Climate 
Change, Government of 
India, and supported by 
GIZ. 

Lead Indian industry in: 

- Understanding the linkage 
and impacts of business op-
erations on biodiversity 

- Advocacy on the need for 
biodiversity conservation 
and sustainable use 

- Identifying and partnering 
Government, Non-Govern-
mental Organizations, and 
local communities to create 

Support concrete 
planned actions for the 
platform, sharing infor-
mation, tools and net-
working. 

                                                
38 For example, through its Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with The Gold Standard Foundation, FSC has been providing 
input on methodologies and assessing approaches for joint application of standards.  

39 Tools are being developed under the new procedure: Demonstrating the Impacts of Forest Stewardship on Ecosystem Services  
see more on:  https://ic.fsc.org  

40 FSC ES Strategy. https://ic.fsc.org/preview.fsc-ecosystem-services-strategy.a-6059.pdf 

http://naturalcapitalcoalition.org/protocol/sector-guides/apparel/
http://naturalcapitalcoalition.org/protocol/sector-guides/food-and-beverage/
https://ic.fsc.org/en/certification/processes-and-reviews/current-processes/fsc-pro-30-002
https://ic.fsc.org/
https://ic.fsc.org/preview.fsc-ecosystem-services-strategy.a-6059.pdf
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synergies in biodiversity 
conservation 

- Documenting and shar-
ing of local and global best prac-
tices in biodiversity conservation 
and sustainable use 

- Adoption of replicable 
local and global best practices 

Brazil: 
TEEB Brazil 
Project 

TEEB Brazil 
aims to recog-
nize, demon-
strate, and cap-
ture the values 
of biodiversity 
and ecosystem 
services in Bra-
zil; targets pol-
icy actions at 
national and 
state levels; im-
proves business 
assessments 
and disclosure; 
and improves 
citizen aware-
ness. 

Implementers and Do-
nors: Ministry of Envi-
ronment Brazil, Ministry 
of Finance Brazil, UNEP, 
Institute of Applied 
Economy Research 
(IPEA), German Agency 
for International Cooper-
ation (GIZ), Conserva-
tion International-Brazil, 
Confederation of Indus-
try of Brazil (CNI), and 
IUCN-Brazil 

Prioritized themes: 
- development of economic in-
struments (use of public procure-
ment to promote sustainable pro-
duction chains); 
- economic and fiscal incentives 
and disincentives related to envi-
ronmental policies; 
- national environmental accounts 
for forests and water, ecological 
restoration economics, and eco-
nomic contributions from the wa-
ter  and  hydroelectric sectors for 
conservation; 
- impact studies of the energy, ag-
riculture, and fisheries sectors on 
environmental services and their 
dependence on these services; 
- environmental licensing; and 
- Production of a map of envi-
ronmental services. 
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ANNEXES 
 

ANNEX 1. Timeline of the main agriculture, fair trade, biodiversity, carbon, and biofuel 
standards, and their year of apparition. 
 

1924 DEMETER: First private organic label 

1946 Soil Association foundation 

1972 IFOAM 

1977 Blue Angel 

1988 Max Havelaar.  

1991 Sustainable Agriculture Network -Rain Forest Alliance SAN-RA  

1992 RIO EARTH SUMMIT  

1993 Forest Stewardship Council – FSC 

1994 Sustainable Forestry Initiative - SFI  

1995 

Naturland -  Aquaculture 

Code of conduct of responsible fisheries - FAO 

Oxfam International  

1996 BioTrade Initiative - UNCTAD  

1997 

Fair Trade Labelling Organization- FLO 

Global G.A. P 

Social Accountability International -SAI 

UTZ Certified  

Marine Stewardship Council – MSC  

Kyoto Protocol (Formally adopted) 

1999 
PEFC 

Flower Label Program – FLP  

2000 Social Carbon – SC  

2001 GHG Protocol   Corporate Standard 

2002 ISEAL = FSC+MSC+FLO+IFOAM+SAN-RA.  

2003 
IFOAM -  Harmonization and equivalence of standards  

Gold Standard – GS  

2004 Round Table Sustainable Palm Oil - RSPO 

2005 

EU Emissions Trade Scheme  

Climate, Community and Biodiversity Standard – CCB 

Naturland -  Wild Capture 

FAO: Fish Ecolabelling guidelines 

Kyoto Protocol Entered into force / Adopted on 1997 

Cotton made in Africa - CmiA 

Better Cotton Initiative – BCI 

2006 

Social Responsibility and Environmental Sustainability SOY - PROTERRA 

 4C Association  

Round Table on Responsible Soy -  RTRS 

2007 

Round Table Sustainable Sugar - BONSURCO 

Union for Ethical BioTrade – UEBT  

Global Reporting Initiative / Biodiversity Resource Document - GRI 

Voluntary Carbon Standard - VCS  

Carbon Fix Standard - CFS  

2008 

Plan Vivo – PV 

Friends of the Sea - FOS  

Bonsurco 

2009 

Aquaculture Stewardship Council - ASC 

Round Table Eco-labelling and certification fisheries 

IFOAM- Guide to assessing equivalence  

Ethical Tea Partnership – ETP 

2010 CCBA REDD+ Social and environmental standards (CCBA S&E) 

2011 
IFOAM - “Common Objectives and Requirements of Organic Standards”  

COROS  

2012 

Rio + 20 

Global conservation Standard 

IFC - Performance Standard 6: Biodiversity  

Biodiversity Offsets Standard  
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2013 
Global Sustainable Seafood Initiative (GSSI) 

United Nations Forum on Sustainability Standards - UNFSS 

 
ANNEX 2. State of Sustainable Initiatives (SSI) - Environmental Indices and Criteria 
 

The SSI environmental indicators record the degree of obligation specified by Voluntary Sustainability Initiatives 
(VSI) with respect to the following categories: 
SSI Environmental Indices 
1. Soil: Soil is a key environmental resource of agricultural systems and ecosystems. The SSI Soil Index records 
criteria coverage with respect to:  

a. Soil conservation 
(erosion prevention):  

Management plan and practices to conserve soil and avoid soil loss through erosion, 
such as contour ploughing and reforestation; 

b. Soil quality 
maintenance:  

Soil quality reflects how well a soil performs the functions of maintaining biodiversity 
and productivity, partitioning water and solute flow, filtering and buffering, nutrient 
cycling, and providing support for plants and other structures. 

2. Biodiversity: Biodiversity has long been recognized by the international community as a key variable in ensur-
ing ecosystem resilience and integrity. Drawing from the framework of the CBD, the SSI Biodiversity index moni-
tors criteria coverage with respect to: 

a. Habitat set-asides:  Standard document requires areas not to be used for production/extraction to con-
serve, protect and restore habitat areas for wild plants and animals;  

b. Flora densities/di-
versity:  

Standard document addresses plant genetic density (space) and diversity; 

c. Land conversion:  Standard document prohibits conversion of high conservation value land. 

3. Genetically modified organism prohibition: Although the use of GMOs in agricultural production remains 
an issue of considerable controversy from a sustainable development perspective, consumers and other stakehold-
ers have displayed strong positions either in favor of, or against, the use of GMOs in production. At the same 
time, the inclusion of GMO-related criteria within a VSS can have wide reaching impacts on the supply chain. 
Thus, the SSI project monitors criteria coverage with respect to: a. Prohibition of genetically modified organ-
isms 
4. Waste: Waste production from primary production and industrial processes represents a major source of envi-
ronmental pressure in many product and commodity supply chains. The SSI Waste Index monitors criteria cover-
age with respect to: 

a. Waste disposal:  Standard addresses disposal of waste (including solid waste, non-solid waste, hazardous 
waste…); 

b. Waste manage-
ment:  

Includes the control of the collection and treatment of different wastes; 

c. Pollution:  Minimizing the introduction of contaminants into an environment that would cause in-
stability, disorder, harm or discomfort to the ecosystem in the form of chemical sub-
stances, or energy, such as noise, heat or light. 

5. Water: Water is a major resource for agricultural production, ecosystem sustainability and human well-being. 
The SSI Water Index measures the existence of criteria related to the following categories:  

a. Water practices 
in scarcity (de-
pendencies):  

Requirement to address water use in areas of scarcity or high risk; 

b. Water use man-
agement plan:  

Requirement of a plan that includes planning, developing, distributing and optimal use 
of water resources under defined management strategies; 

c. Water reduction 
criteria:  

Water conservation management plan to reduce water use; 

d. Wastewater dis-
posal:  

Requirement of appropriate wastewater disposal. 

6. Energy: Energy use can affect waste generation more generally, as well as climate change-related impacts of 
production. The SSI Energy Index monitors the existence and degree of criteria related to: 

a. Energy use and 
management:  

Criteria relating to the application of a set of “clean production principles”; 

b. Energy reduc-
tion:  

Standard addresses issues related to reducing energy use. 

7. Greenhouse gas: Greenhouse gas reduction and management is a core strategy for reducing global pressures 
on climate change. The SSI project tracks criteria coverage related to: 

a. Greenhouse gas 
accounting:  

requirement to measure carbon emissions; 
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b. Greenhouse gas 
reductions:  

requirement to manage greenhouse gas emissions; 

c. Soil carbon se-
questration:  

Standard includes a general principle on the sequestration of greenhouse gases. 

8. Synthetic inputs: Synthetic inputs can have important implications for energy use, waste generation, worker 
health and ecosystem health. As a general rule, good agricultural practices prescribe methods for ensuring that the 
potentially negative impacts arising from the use of synthetic chemicals are minimized. The SSI project monitors 
the level of constraint placed on the use of synthetic according to the following categories: 

a. Integrated pest 
management:  

Synthetic inputs may be used but within defined limits under an IPM system; 

b. Enforcement of 
a prohibited list:  

Synthetic inputs are allowed but only those that do not appear on a list of prohibited 
materials; 

c. Complete prohi-
bition of synthet-
ics:  

No synthetic inputs may be used. 

Source: Potts et al., 2010; 2014, 
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ANNEX 3. Overview of the standards analyzed by the different studies consulted for this 
report 
 

Sector  

Agriculture 

International Federation of Organic Agriculture Move-
ments (IFOAM).  

Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International (FLO).  
Good Agriculture Practices (GLOBALG.A.P.) [Agricul-

ture]. 
  

4C Association 
Smithsonian Migratory Bird Centre (SMBC).  
Sustainable Agriculture Network (SAN).  
UTZ CERTIFIED (UTZ). 

Textile  

The Better Cotton Initiative (BCI)  Cotton made in Africa (CmiA). 

Fisheries and Aquaculture  

Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC) 
Aquaculture Alliance   
Global Aquaculture Alliance (GAA)  
GLOBAL Good Agriculture Practices (GLOBALG.A.P.) 

[Fisheries]. 

Marine Aquarium Council (MAC).  
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC)  
Friend of the Sea (FOS) 
Global G.A.P. (Aquaculture) 
Naturland 

Forestry 

Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
Global Forest Alliance.  
International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO).  

Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI). 
Reginal and National certifications systems: Finnish, 

Malaysian, Canadian, African, European) 

Tourism 

ECO-DESTINET.  
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO). 

Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC). 

Biotrade 

Union for Ethical BioTrade (UEBT). Fair Wild Foundation. 

Mining 

Alliance for Responsible Mining (ARM) Responsible Jewellery Council (RJC) 

ISO 

ISO 14064:2  
 

ISO 14064:2 

Finance 

Asian Development Bank (ADB). 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

(EBRD).  
European Investment Bank (EIB) 

Inter-American Development Bank (IDB).  
International Finance Corporation (IFC). 

Carbon  

Carbon Fix (CFS).  
The Climate, Community and Biodiversity Alliance 

(CCBA) 
Plan Vivo.  

Voluntary Carbon Standard (VCS) 
Social Carbon  
Global Conservation Standard (GCS) 

Biofuels 

Bonsurco – Better Sugar Cane Initiative (BSI) 
Roundtable for Sustainable Biofuels (RSB).  
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO).  
Round Table on Responsible Soy Production (RTRS).  
International Sustainability and Carbon certification ISCC 

EU 
 

*Round Table on Responsible Soy EU RED - RTRS 
EU RED 

*Roundtable of Sustainable Biomaterials RSB EU 
RED  

(in past Roundtable of Sustainable Biofuel) 
*Biomass Biofuels Voluntary System 2BSvs 
*Round Table on Sustainable Palm Oil RED - RSPO 

RED 
*NTA 8080  
*REDcert 
*RED Bioenergy Sustainability Assurance – RBSA 
*Greenergy Brazilian Bioethanol verification program 

- *Greenergy 
* approved by EU RED directive 
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ANNEX 4. Certification Assessment Tool (CAT) developed by WWF: Environmental sus-
tainability requirements 
 

EU RED REQUIREMENTS 
The standard includes a clear description that it does not allow to convert land with high biodiversity value into land used for 
production of biofuels.  

Cut-off date  
 

The standard includes a clearly defined cut-off date after which no conversion is allowed and 
therefore cannot be eligible for certification. 

High Carbon Stock 
Areas 

The standard prohibits the conversion of high carbon stock areas to establish crops on any part of 
the production area. High carbon stock areas include forests, grasslands, peat lands, or wetlands. 

Minimum GHG re-
duction threshold 

 

GHG reduction is the most important argument for the increasing use of biofuels. 
Depending on the commodity, how and where biofuel feedstock is produced the GHG lifecycle of 
biofuels can differ significantly. In some parts of the world, this is already a legal requirement to 
produce bioenergy feedstock, but has not yet been adopted as a requirement for other uses.  

BIODIVERSITY AND CONSERVATION 

Biodiversity Assess-
ment 

 

The standard requires a sound biodiversity assessment prior to conversion for all land types 
(e.g. peat land, primary and secondary forest, grassland, marsh etc.). The assessment must be 
undertaken by an internationally recognized assessor.  

 

Priority Habitat Con-
servation 

 

The standard does not allow for loss and/or degradation of priority habitat, species, or ecosys-
tems. 
While High Conservation Value (HCV) is the preferred designation, alternate designation sys-
tems can currently earn a yellow rating and might include legally protected areas, biodiversity 
hot spots, UNESCO World Heritage sites, Ramsar sites, IUCN Protected Areas Types 1&2, 
Alliance for Zero Extinction sites, area with conservation values of local, regional, or global 
importance, etc. 

Buffer zones, wildlife 
corridors 

 

The standard requires that land set asides and wildlife corridors in accordance with legal re-
quirements and local conditions such as region, type of terrain, wildlife and agricultural prac-
tices are maintained or rebuild. These are often referred to as “set asides” and aim to provide 
continuous habitat for wildlife and to mitigate the impacts of drift. Further explanation: ‘Land 
set asides’ can be part of legal compliance. In those places where not legally required, charac-
teristics such as HCV, riparian, slope, poor soils, community, should be criteria for set asides. 

Endangered Species  Safeguards to protect threatened and endangered species and their habitats (e.g. nesting and 
feeding areas) are in place: (i) conservation zones or protection areas are established (appropri-
ate to the scale and intensity of establishment); (ii) inappropriate hunting, fishing, trapping, 
and collecting are controlled; and, (iii) endangered species are not exploited for commercial 
purposes.  

 

Invasive Species  
 

The standard prohibits any deliberate introduction of alien species (not currently established in 
the country or region of the project) with a high risk of invasive behavior or any known inva-
sive species, and will exercise diligence to prevent accidental or unintended introductions (IFC 
PS 6.13) 

Genetically Modified 
Organisms & Segre-
gated Supply Chains 

If a standard’s feedstock uses or has the potential to use genetically modified organisms, 
a segregated supply chain for non-GMO certification must be available. A standard should ad-
vise if GMOs are available for the feedstock(s) the standard uses.  

WATER 

Riparian Vegetation 
Defined and Restored 

 

The standard requires that: (i) the size of riparian vegetation sections is defined according to 
the region, type of terrain, wildlife and agricultural practices used; and, (ii) a plan with a timeta-
ble for restoration of riparian area 

Water availability  At a minimum, the standard requires that surface and groundwater withdrawals do not exceed 
the natural recharge of the ground freshwater system. In addition, the standard requires that 
surface and ground water extraction considers: (i) basin stress (ii) aquatic eco-systems; (iii) 
other users (including downstream users) of the water resource; and, (iv) requests the applica-
tion of water saving irrigation technologies.  

 

Water Quality Im-
proved 

 

The standard requires water quality to be maintained or improved for example: a water man-
agement plan is implemented, wastewater treatment installations are installed where necessary, 
and monitoring of effluent biochemical oxygen demand (BOD) is performed regularly. This 
list of indicators is not comprehensive.  

Water Use and Effi-
ciency 

 

The standard requires producers to use water efficiently, to reduce the amount of water which 
is used and/or wasted during production processes. 

Run-off and Leaching  The standard requires producers to avoid run-off and leaching of chemicals, fertilizers or other 
hazardous substances into streams and groundwater. 

SOIL  
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Erosion Prevention 
 

The standard requires the producer (i) to implement erosion prevention practices such as zero 
or no-tillage, conservation tillage, and minimum tillage systems, use of cover crops, crop rota-
tion, direct planting, terracing, contour planting, tree hedges, etc.; and, (ii) to conduct annual 
measurements of soil loss. 

Soil Quality  The standard requires the producer to maintain and ideally enhance soil quality (microorgan-
isms, pH, salinity, nutrient balance, etc.) over time. Nutrients/fertilizers are applied to soil 
based on crop and soil needs; annual measurements of soil organic matter, N/P/K balance, 
pH in top soil, soil salts content.  

Crop Rotation/Inter-
cropping 

 

Where applicable, the standard requires or facilitates crop rotation/intercropping.  
Note: For perennial crops, such as palm oil, where crop rotation is not applicable, intercrop-
ping should be applied.  

Soil Structure  The standard requires the producer to maintain and ideally enhance soil structure (e.g. size, 
shape, and stability of soil particles and pores) over time. There are clear guidelines and meas-
urements to prevent soil compaction in and to measure soil structure. 

Topography  The standard requires the producer to consider topographical characteristics in order to mini-
mize soil erosion, water runoff, mechanized harvesting limitations, and other issues (World 
Bank/WWF Biofuels Sustainability Environmental Scorecard). A topographical map of the af-
fected area is required; topographical considerations are included in standard’s Principles & 
Criteria.  

AGROCHEMICALS 

Integrated Pest Man-
agement 

 

The standard requires the producer to implement an integrated pest management (IPM) sys-
tem that encourages natural pest control mechanisms and emphasizes the growth of a healthy 
crop with the least possible disruption to agro-ecosystems. 

Hazardous Agrochemi-
cals Restriction 

 

The standard explicitly restricts the use of the most hazardous agrochemicals (WHO Class 1A, 
1B und 2; Stockholm and Rotterdam Conventions) (IFC PS 3.15), as well as other very toxic 
pesticide used for specific crops. 

Agrochemical and Fer-
tilizer Application 

 

The standard requires that the application of agrochemicals and fertilizers is based on technical 
criteria around plant and soil requirements, and the producer aims to restrict and/or avoid 
their use. 

Agrochemical and Fer-
tilizer Documentation 

 

The standard requires producers to document the application, handling, and storage of all ag-
rochemicals and fertilizers. 

Agrochemical and Fer-
tilizer Storage 

 

The standard requires producers to implement good practices with regards to the storage of 
agrochemicals and fertilizers. 

Agrochemical and Fer-
tilizer Disposal 

 

The standard requires producers to implement internationally recognized good practices with 
regards to the disposal of agrochemicals and fertilizers that includes the removal and ideally 
recycling of empty containers and the education of workers and adjacent communities about 
the risks of reusing empty containers. 

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS 

Greenhouse Gas Emis-
sions reduction (be-
yond the RED GHG 
criteria) 

 

The standard requires the producer to monitor and reduce emissions (and/ or increase seques-
tration of GHGs) at the farm/facility level as an overall monitoring goal (apart from legal re-
quired minimum threshold of the EU RED). 

WASTE MANAGEMENT 

Waste management  The standard requires the producer to evaluate and utilize by-products and waste products on 
safe and environmentally benign way. This could be electricity generation, organic matter for 
crops, or other productive uses (World Bank/WWF Biofuels Sustainability Environmental 
Scorecard) but also waste disposal requirements. 

Source:  http://awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_searching_for_sustainability_2013_2.pdf 

 

  

http://awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_searching_for_sustainability_2013_2.pdf
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ANNEX 5. Studies that investigate existing standards and labels regarding their relevance 
to the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity. 
 
This section highlights an abbreviated list of the main studies found to this review that explicitly treats 
the issue of biodiversity and ecosystem services in standards and labels. (For a complete list of related 
publications, see the references at the end.) 
 

UNEP-WCMC (2011). Review of the Biodiversity Requirements of Standards and Certification Schemes: A snapshot of current 
practices.  Technical Series No. 63 

Reviewed biodiversity requirements of 36 environmental standards sampled from eight business sectors with the 
aims of gaining an understanding of the treatment of biodiversity across sectors, to highlight commonalities and 
differences, and to help businesses and funding agencies to improve their internal processes.   
It does not assess the effectiveness of individual standards at protecting biodiversity, as this is reliant on various 
factors ranging from availability of relevant scientific information to implementation and auditing processes. This 
study provides a snap-shot analysis of how biodiversity is considered and what requirements are in place for its 
protection across these standards. In doing this, potential gaps were highlighted which could contribute to envi-
ronmental standard setting processes in general. Finally, this review recognizes that standards normally cover a 
range of issues, of which biodiversity is only one element. Standard setting organizations must strike a delicate 
balance between going into sufficient depth on each of the range of issues they cover, and producing excessively 
complicated schemes which themselves create barriers to compliance. 

CBD (2012), UNEP-WCMC (2011). Best policy guidance for the integration of biodiversity and ecosystem services in standards, 
Technical Series No. 73 

This study represents the continuation of this analysis and is a companion piece to the CBD Technical Series#63: 
“Review of the biodiversity requirements of standards and certification schemes: A snapshot of current practice”.  
Studied over thirty standards from across various industry sectors to consider what aspects of biodiversity they 
address, and how they approach the various issues surrounding biodiversity protection. This new study builds upon 
that earlier work by examining best policies in standards systems with regard to the biodiversity and ecosystem 
services safeguards. It does this by providing an overview of some of the key issues and approaches related to 
biodiversity management that could be adopted by standard setting organizations. These include the identification 
of principles or commitments that fit with the intent of the standard and support the Aichi Targets set by the CBD. 
Other overarching approaches that are discussed include an integrated ecosystem services approach to help ensure 
that the benefits that natural ecosystems and processes provide to people are maintained, and a landscape approach 
to help ensure that operations support the wider sustainability objectives of a landscape.  The study also discusses 
the five pressures that economic activities pose to biodiversity and ecosystem services and provides specific guid-
ance on how each pressure can be addressed. These pressures are habitat and land cover change; harvest and 
resource consumption; pollution and external inputs; climate change; and invasive species and genes. 

Castka et al. (2016). Certification and Biodiversity – How Voluntary Certification Standards impact biodiversity and human 
livelihoods.  Policy Matters, Issue 21. 

Provides insights for policy makers, NGOs, certification organizations, the private sector, and the public about the 
impacts of voluntary certification standards on biodiversity and human livelihoods.  Contributions specifically ad-
dress the role of voluntary certification in conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity as it is defined in 
the United Nations CBD. The overall aim of this issue is to describe and evaluate key elements of voluntary certi-
fication standards that protect and enhance biodiversity and human livelihoods. 

KPMG Advisory N.V. (2012). Certification and biodiversity Exploring improvements in the effectiveness of certification schemes 
on biodiversity.  

Evaluate the effectiveness of certification schemes and eco-labels regarding biodiversity conservation.  Is targeted 
at a broad audience which includes the Dutch government, the business community, certification schemes, NGOs 
and other stakeholders that are involved and interested in certification and biodiversity. This report identified sev-
eral challenges that may be faced and possible improvement interventions that could be made by government, the 
business community, the certification schemes themselves and various NGOs. 
Explores the effectiveness of certification schemes for biodiversity conservation. Looks at market trends in sus-
tainable commodities and at the implications for certification and biodiversity and presents the possible interven-
tion options for the different players involved.  Literature review shows that there is not enough evidence to sup-
port whether the use of certification schemes specifically enhances biodiversity or prevents biodiversity loss.  

Englund O, Berndes G, 2015. How Do Sustainability Standards Consider Biodiversity? Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: 
Energy and Environment. 

In this paper, authors assess how different types of sustainability standards (26 in total) take biodiversity into ac-
count. Standards for sustainable production of biomass in agriculture and forestry are evaluated based on how they 
take biodiversity into account, i.e., how they attempt to prevent actions that can threaten biodiversity and support 
actions that can conserve it. We also assess how sustainability standards address the conversion of certain ecosystem 
types. Finally, authors discuss key barriers to, and challenges for, certification schemes and make recommendations 
for further development of sustainability standards. 
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A general biodiversity-focused benchmark standard was developed using seven principles, based on threats to, and 
strategies for conserving, biodiversity, under which 26 criteria were defined and sorted. These criteria translate the 
broadly formulated principles into concrete actions applicable to both agricultural and forest management. The 
selected standards were then individually compared with the benchmark standard, and for each benchmark criterion 
it was determined whether a specific standard was compliant or not. Based on this, the overall biodiversity stringency 
of a standard was then determined. 

Lake Constance Foundation and the Global Nature Fund – (2014) Biodiversity Criteria in Standards and Quality Labels 
for the Food Industry - Baseline Report 

The criteria of 19 labels and standards were analyzed regarding their relevance to the protection of biological di-
versity. The authors identified biodiversity relevant criteria in standards and examined to which extend the existing 
criteria really tackle critical points in relation to biodiversity and where an urgent need for the development of 
existing standards and label exists. Finally, authors compiled recommendations for policies for the standards or-
ganizations and concrete criteria for biodiversity protection. 
Main findings are similar to UNEP-WCMC`s reports, again terms that are used by the standards are often only 
vaguely or not at all defined. The scope of the certification should be increased: not certified operating branches 
must meet a minimum of criteria. The positive effects on biodiversity must be more taken into account, for example 
by criteria which define the minimum size of the ecological structures and the quality of the measures. Here, the 
regional specificity should be also taken into account. The monitoring of the standards should also include an 
analysis of the initial situation, so that effective criteria can be developed and the effects of measures can be demon-
strated.  

Potts et al., 2014.  State of Sustainability Initiatives – SSI Review: Standards and the green economy. IISD 

Survey covers 16 of the most important standards initiatives currently active in the agriculture, forestry and biofuels 
sectors with a global reach.  These 16 initiatives currently certify or verify production totalling an estimated trade 
value of US$31.6 billion in 2012, accounting for an increasingly important share of the global market in their 
respective sectors.  
Focus on: bananas, biofuels, cocoa, coffee, cotton, forestry, palm oil, soy, sugar or tea.  
Initiatives analyzed: IFOAM, SAN/RA, FSC, ETP, GLOBAL G.A.P., PEFC, UTZ Certified, RSPO, BCI, CmiA, 
4C Association, RTRS, RSB, Bonsurco, Proterra, Fairtrade.  
Main findings show the growth in single sector initiatives and reveals low coverage of environmental indices (Bio-
diversity, water, GHG, energy) by analyzed standards.  

Potts et al., 2016.  State of Sustainability Initiatives – SSI Review: Standards and the blue economy. IISD 

This review covers nine key voluntary sustainability standards operating at the global level in the capture fisheries 
and aquaculture sectors. The nine initiatives covered certified 20.8 million metric tons, accounting for approxi-
mately 95 per cent of the world’s certified seafood in 2013. Offers a rare analysis of the market and performance 
characteristics of international sustainability standards operating across both the wild catch and aquaculture sectors.  
Main findings show that in 2015 demand from big retailers and restaurant chains pushed suppliers to certify a catch 
valued at $11.5 billion USD; Sustainable seafood accounts for 14 per cent of global production, a dramatic rise 
from just 0.5 in ten years. However, most certified seafood does not offer comprehensive protection of worker’s 
rights. The authors call for targeted investment in developing country certification in order to facilitate transform-
ative change on a global scale. 
Biodiversity indices show potential in some standards to improve performance. 

Merger, et al., 2011. Options for REDD+ Voluntary Certification to Ensure Net GHG Benefits, Poverty Alleviation, Sustainable 
Management of Forests and Biodiversity Conservation.  

Compares and evaluates the practical applicability to REDD+ of ten forest management, social, environmental and 
carbon standards that are currently active worldwide against six criteria which were Poverty alleviation, Sustainable 
Management of Forests, Biodiversity Protection, Quantification of net GHG Benefits, Monitoring and Reporting, 
and Certification Procedures. 
Assessed Standards: Climate, Community and Biodiversity (CCB), CCB REDD+ Social and Environmental Stand-
ards (CCBA REDD+ S&E), Carbon Fix Standard (CFS), Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), Global Conservation 
Standard (GCS), ISO 14064:2006, Plan Vivo Standard, Programme for Endorsement of Forest Certification 
(PEFC), SOCIAL CARBON Standard and the Voluntary Carbon Standard (VCS). 

Steering Committee of the State-of-Knowledge Assessment of Standards and Certification (2012).  Toward sustain-
ability: The roles and limitations of certification. RESOLVE, Inc. 

Led by ISEAL and written by a steering committee consisting of representatives from business (Marks & Spencer, 
Unilever and Mars) academia (e.g. Yale University, LSE) and certification bodies (Rainforest Alliance and Soil 
Association).  
Reviews existing literature and evidence on certification in agriculture, forestry, fisheries and aquaculture –recog-
nizes the limited evidence that exists that rigorously assesses social, environmental and economic impacts and 
attributes impacts to certification and argues that companies are engaging with certification to secure their long-
term supply of inputs and to ensure their brands and reputations thrive.   
The paper finds ‘substantial’ evidence of improvements in social, environmental, and economic practices at 
farm/site level. 

OECD (2013). A characterization of environmental labelling and information schemes.  
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This report provides a comprehensive overview of the international landscape of environmental labelling and in-
formation schemes, defined as policies and initiatives that aim to provide information about one or more aspects 
of the environmental performance of a product or service to external users.  
First, a review of initiatives and actors is used to build an institutional map of the diversity of schemes. Second, the 
universe of schemes is dissected, based on a list of identified characteristics affecting the modes of communication 
of such schemes and the nature of the standards on which they are based. Lastly, the growth in ELIS is analyzed 
by these identified characteristics, using a dataset of 544 ELIS introduced between 1970 and 2012 covering 197 
countries. 
Results from this analysis support the rapid growth in the number of ELIS, especially in the late 1990s and between 
2007 and 2010. At the same time, these figures suggest that this growth might have slowed since 2010. The growth 
in ELIS appears to be driven by the combination of an increase in the number of “traditional” ELIS, such as single-
issue environmental seals, and the emergence of “more recent” types of ELIS, including quantitative reports. This 
combination highlights the tension between increased competition among similar ELIS, and the emergence of new 
schemes potentially less exposed to direct competition but facing larger entry challenges. The dataset also shows 
that the multiplicity of ELIS may not be present for all types of products and environmental areas in all countries. 
These findings provide a contextual basis to look at evidence on the potential implications of having a multiplicity 
of schemes, and analyze the current and possible need for policy responses to identified challenges. 

Stanley et al., (2015). The Potential of Voluntary Sustainability Initiatives to Reduce Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation. USAID 

The 26 VSIs assessed in this analysis were selected based on connection with products associated with deforestation 
and forest degradation. They cover a wide variety of commodities, countries and production practices, and vary by 
scope of application, environmental targets and implementation methodology.  
To assess VSI design and gauge the ability of VSIs to achieve REDD+ outcomes, authors use eight criteria devel-
oped through a bottom-up analysis of the core components of environmental VSIs and international REDD+ 
standards  

Merger, et al., (2011) Options for REDD+ Voluntary Certification to Ensure Net GHG Benefits, Poverty Alleviation, Sustain-
able Management of Forests and Biodiversity Conservation.   

Objective was to compare and evaluate the practical applicability to REDD+ of ten forest management, social, 
environmental and carbon standards that are currently active worldwide: CCB, CCB REDD+ Social and Environ-
mental Standards (CCBA REDD+ S&E), CFS, Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), Global Conservation Standard 
(GCS), ISO 14064:2006, Plan Vivo Standard, Programme for Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC), SO-
CIAL CARBON Standard and the voluntary certification standards. 
Analysis shows that only the voluntary certification standards treat these three criteria comprehensively. No stand-
ard provides comprehensive coverage of the social and other environmental criteria. FSC, PEFC and Carbon Fix 
provide comprehensive assessments of the sustainable forest management criterion. CCBA REDD+ S&E, CCB, 
and GCS provide comprehensive coverage of the biodiversity and poverty alleviation criteria. 
Experience in using these standards in pilot projects shows that projects are currently combining several standards 
as part of their strategy to improve their ability to attract investment, but costs of implementing several certification 
schemes is a concern. 
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