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Sustainable Agriculture Principles 

STATEMENT OF SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE PRINCIPLES  

 

I. Background Statement – Context, historical references, and purpose of this 

document. 

 

The purpose of this document is to provide a basis for developing criteria and metrics 

for agricultural practices that increase sustainability.  The intent is that producers who 

implement such practices will not only realize direct benefits from improved farm 

viability, but will also be recognized and rewarded through enhanced quality and 

marketability of their products, and by public support for the ecosystem services 

provided to society.   

 

Historically, sustainable agriculture was not considered amenable to standards 

development.  For example, the USDA Sustainable Agriculture, Research & Education 

(SARE) Program stated that: 

 

"Sustainable agriculture does not refer to a prescribed set of practices. Instead, it 

challenges producers to think about the long-term implications of practices and the 

broad interactions and dynamics of agricultural systems. It also invites consumers to get 

more involved in agriculture by learning more about and becoming active participants in 

their food systems. A key goal is to understand agriculture from an ecological 

perspective—in terms of nutrient and energy dynamics, and interactions among plants, 

animals, insects and other organisms in agroecosystems—then balance it with profit, 

community and consumer needs." [Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education 

(SARE), Exploring Sustainability in Agriculture: Ways to Enhance Profits, Protect the 

Environment and Improve Quality of Life." (SARE, 1997). 

 

However, in recent years, the potential value of developing a standard for sustainable 

agriculture through the transparent and open multi-stakeholder ANSI process has 

become increasingly apparent, in response to a variety of factors, for instance:  1) the 

introduction of a variety of proprietary sustainable standards; 2) the emergence of 

competing sustainability labels in the marketplace; 3) the development of retail supply 

chain sustainability specifications; 4) the establishment of sustainability indicators and 

metrics in selected agricultural sectors; 5) growing interest among a broad cross-section 

of agricultural production in seeking guidance in sustainability practices; and 6) 

increasing consumer awareness of sustainability practices in agriculture.    

 

Although standards that have been developed and implemented for organic agriculture 

under the National Organic Program (NOP) address some sustainable principles, we 

recognize that these standards do not address all aspects of sustainability.  Moreover, 

organic standards are also oriented towards specific consumer label claims, and 

therefore do not permit the use of practices that may otherwise meet criteria for 

sustainability.   
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It is now widely recognized that agriculture has a vital role in addressing environmental 

challenges. Additionally, modern production agriculture has begun to address many 

environmental concerns.  Though these factors represent real and measurable advances 

in sustainable food production, there is more that can be done.  

 

The broad principles identified here are intended to encompass a spectrum of practices, 

ranging from modest improvements that address a few specific concerns to the most 

comprehensive and integrated achievements in ecological, social and economic factors.  

We acknowledge that specific practices may not be suitable or appropriate for all 

operations and that the principles below represent general guidelines to be considered 

as long term goals.    

 

II. Statement of Purpose 

 

The purpose of a sustainable agriculture standard is to encourage the widespread 

adoption of agricultural production and handling practices that are ecologically 

responsible, equitable, economically viable, science-based, meet global demand for a 

full range of agricultural products and ensure that future generations are able to meet 

their own needs.   

 

III. Working Definition(s) of Sustainable Agriculture 

Sustainable agriculture is a system of farm and ranching practices that have a site-

specific application and aim to:  

• Satisfy human and animal needs for a full range of agricultural products; 

• Maintain or enhance environmental quality and the natural resource base upon 

which the agricultural economy depends; 

• Make the most efficient use of renewable, nonrenewable and on-farm 

resources;  

• Integrate ecologically based production models and biologically derived 

materials; 

• Sustain or enhance the economic viability of farm operations; and 

• Enhance the quality of life for farmers, farm workers and society as a whole. 

IV. Principles of Sustainable Agriculture 

 

Standards for sustainable agriculture must reflect and support the principles identified 

here.  Revisions to and applications of these standards must be evaluated in the light of 

the principles of sustainability.   

 

A. Ecological Principles The standard should focus on measurable improvement in 

sustainable use of resources in order to protect or enhance the natural resources on 

which agriculture depends and promote agroecosystem health.  Sustainable practices:  

Comment [AR1]: ‘Science-based’ was added by 

the Standards Committee on May 28, 2009. 

Comment [AR2]: ‘Farm workers’ was added to 

the clause by the Standards Committee on May 27, 

2009. 
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• Minimize, and/or avoid water, soil and air pollution and degradation. 

 

• Recognize and support the well-being of all elements of the agricultural 

ecosystem (workers, community, environment, and animals)  

 

• Maintain and replenish long-term soil health, fertility and productivity 

 

• Increase the efficiency of renewable and non-renewable input utilization  

 

• Minimize the environmental footprint of production and post-harvest handling 

practices.  

 

• Maintain or enhance biodiversity within the farming system and its 

surroundings, including waterways, riparian and wetlands habitats, high 

ecological value habitats and species, and other biologically and culturally 

significant areas 

 

• Recycle materials and resources to the greatest extent practical 

 

• Encourage integration of crops and livestock production  

 

B. Economic Principles - The standard should support practices that maintain the 

economic viability of the operation by taking into consideration: 

  

•••• Financial stability for the producer 

 

•••• Farm productivity  

 

•••• Intergenerational equity 

 

C. Social Principles – The standard should encourage management practices that 

support the well-being of all participants in the agricultural community, including:  

 

• Ensure a safe, healthy, equitable and non-discriminatory working environment  

 

• Require adequate compensation for farm workers  

 

• Encourage activities that benefit the wider community 

 

V. Structural Issues 
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The standard must be created to be accessible to and achievable by the broad diversity 

found in US agriculture in order to ensure widespread adoption and improved 

sustainability by the industry overall.  The standard should be structured to: 

 

• Promote continuous improvement and acknowledge current sustainable 

practices. 

 

• Establish baselines and incorporate multiple achievement levels 

 

• Establish process and/or performance based criteria that encourage the use of 

best practices and measurable objectives for each sector 

 

• Incorporate life-cycle assessment methodologies to the greatest extent practical 

 

• Include appropriate criteria for the evaluation of revisions to the standard based 

upon the principles of sustainability  

 

 

ASSOCIATED ISSUES PAPERS FOR DISCUSSION  

(Posted on Issues Papers site): 

3-31-09 – Don Hodge - A perspective on the fundamentals of sustainability thinking for 

agriculture 

 

5-15-09 – Molly Anderson - Draft Vision and Legitimacy for a Sustainable Agriculture 

Standard 

 

5-20-09 – Grace Gershuny – Three Issues of Standards for Sustainable Agriculture 

 

5-21-09 – Russell Williams – The Compatibility of Conventional and Organic Production 

Methods in Sustainable Standard Setting 

 

 

 

* Sections II – V of this document were adopted by the Standards Committee on May 

28, 2009, with the Background and Issue Papers Sections serving as reference materials. 

The recommendations in Sections II – V should be read under the full context of the 

scope recommendations passed by the Committee on May 27, 2009 


