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Needs Assessment Task Force 

EXECUTIVE BRIEF TO THE FULL STANDARDS COMMITTEE 

 

Overview  

In the time preceding and for a period of time following the first meeting of the 58-member 

Sustainable Agriculture Standards Development Committee, 25-26 September 2008 in Madison 

Wisconsin, there was significant questioning among many stakeholder groups as to the need for a 

Sustainable Agriculture Standard. As the Task Forces work toward completion of their assignments, 

consensus is building that a Sustainable Agriculture Standard could address real needs.  The most 

important of these is to support the efforts of producers to adopt sustainable production practices, 

consolidating the myriad of standards in place or in development, and stemming the rising tide of 

consumer confusion. 

On the ANSI website, a standard is described as “a document, established by consensus that 

provides rules, guidelines or characteristics for activities or their results.”
1
 For our purposes, when we 

refer to the term “standard,” we mean management system standards, which are not exacting 

specifications, but rather are established as frameworks for continual improvement.  These standards 

are meant to encourage sustainable practices rather than to impose rigid requirements.  (See further 

discussion, Section II.2 below.)  

 

As the Needs Assessment Task Force wrestled to define the need and clarify what such a 

standard should look like, we were not surprised to encounter a number of critical points of divergence 

that could lead to standards with different outcomes.   The existence of such differences in 

understanding and perspective can themselves be viewed as evidence of the need; through the open 

ANSI process, we have a unique opportunity to discuss and perhaps resolve such differences.  

At the same time, we also discovered a number of issues for which there is wide consensus. For 

instance, we agreed that a growing segment of the market is sending clear signals that the 

environmental aspects and impacts of agricultural production matter. We were also in consensus on the 

premise of developing a framework for continual improvement as opposed to a specification for what 

might constitute sustainable agriculture. It is these two points; that continual improvement is the goal 

and that we can lead or follow, but standards are being and will continue to be developed that set the 

tone for this document.   In addition, we agreed that we should not have to reinvent the wheel. Rather, 

we should turn to other standards and metrics that have been developed thus far to look for 

opportunities for harmonization and synchronization.  In this document, we reference some existing 

standards, not to call these out as exceptional, but rather, to serve as examples of particular 

approaches.  

 Given these considerations, the Needs Assessment Task Force approached the question of 

“need” from four angles:   

 

1. What basic needs should a standard fulfill? 

2. What are the needs of the various stakeholders, as well as the needs of the environment? 

3. What form does the standard need to take to achieve desired beneficial outcomes? 

                                                        
1
 http://www.ansi.org/about_ansi/faqs/faqs.aspx?menuid=1 
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4. What type of market incentive structures (e.g., B2B or B2C) need to be addressed within the 

standard?    

 

The following discussion addresses each of these issues, including Needs Assessment Task Force 

conclusions where applicable. 

 

 

1.  Basic Needs Assumptions  

 

At a minimum, the Needs Assessment Task Force concluded that the final ANSI Sustainable 

Agriculture Standard needs …   

 

1. To encourage practices that are socially responsible, environmentally responsible and 

economically viable; 

2. To be built upon a basic understanding of agricultural systems; 

3. To be based on the concept of continuous improvement;  

4. To be accessible any producer at any level of current practice;  

5. To be sufficiently flexible, adaptable and non-prescriptive to allow producers to innovate 

and adopt practices specific to their needs and conditions; 

6. To be metrics based, uniform, and non-subjective enough to support consistent evaluation 

and assessment; 

7. To provide a structure to acknowledge the best practitioners and encourage improvement 

among all practitioners; 

8. To be diverse enough to adequately cover various crops, cropping systems and geography, 

while providing a common framework that can be applied across crops and cropping 

systems;  

9. To provide guidance for the post-production (i.e., product handling) value chain; 

10. To establish a framework that allows equivalence from other standards;  

11. To provide a basis for consolidating, incorporating and harmonizing the diverse array of the 

sustainable agriculture standards and initiatives underway; 

12. To be rigorous enough to ferret out fraudulent standards and operators; and 

13. To be rigorous enough to be respected by stakeholders and the general public. 

 

Note: Numbering of items here and elsewhere in this document are provided for reference not 

prioritization. 

 

2.  Stakeholder Needs — Key Considerations 

 

The charter for this Task Force was premised on the question: “Is there a need for a document 

or documents that would be known as the Sustainable Agriculture Practice Standard”? Deliberations 

yielded lines of inquiry to determine, in part: 

 

1. Who needs standards? 

2. What are the needs of agricultural producers? 

3. What are the needs of the land and ecosystems? 

4. What are the needs of farm workers and farm communities? 

5. Which agricultural sectors need standards? 

6. What are the needs of processors? 
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7. What are the needs of up-line value chain participants? 

8. What are the needs of the public? 

9. What are the needs of parties who bear the cost of implementation? 

10. How are the costs of meeting these needs recovered? 

11. What costs to meet these needs can the market bear? 

12. What are the potential benefits of taking action on identified needs? 

13. What are the potential costs of not taking action on identified needs? 

 

It is tempting to try to establish a hierarchy of needs —i.e., where we choose which “need” is 

the most important. However, such a task is more difficult than it might first appear. For example, 

depending on the stakeholder’s perspective, any one of the following arguments might be viewed as the 

highest priority.   

 

”Surely, the economic welfare of producers who would bear the cost of implementation must be 

a priority.”  

 

”Certainly, the ecological welfare of land and ecosystems – our nation’s ecological capital – need 

be preserved, conserved, regenerated – and sustained as working lands in conservation.” 

  

”Indeed, retailers are driving this “need” with their development of a plethora of independent 

criteria.” 

 

”Our customers definitely merit first consideration.” 

 

 However, the Needs Assessment Task Force has concluded that the adoption of any hierarchy 

among stakeholders would be inherently flawed and inequitable. There can be no hierarchy; therefore, 

the standard must strive for equity and fairness to all participants and stakeholders.  In other words, the 

Sustainable Agriculture Standard must strive to strike a balance in considering the needs of each 

stakeholder group.  

 

The Needs Assessment Task Force developed this Executive Brief without the benefit of the 

input of several groups whom some members believe may be underrepresented on the Standards 

Committee.  As such, we have been careful to undertake this effort with the intent to respect and 

support every stakeholder to this standard development effort.  

We have concluded that if the standard is written to incorporate a broad, “modular” type 

approach, many of the groups not involved today could use metrics and baselines for their own 

respective crops or species and become involved with the standard at any time. For example, due to the 

magnitude of the task of developing the model for crop production alone, we do not recommend the 

inclusion of livestock or other agriculture categories in the initial scope of this project. It is our 

recommendation, however, that as soon as possible, this model be expanded to include livestock 

production since the raising of animals for food and fiber is clearly an integral part of agriculture, and 

since the inherent benefits of a sustainable standard would therefore be parallel to the benefits for crop 

production agriculture.  

We have also concluded that, at this initial stage of development, the standard should be limited 

in scope to address activities within the farm gate, but that, as soon as possible, this scope should be 

expanded to include activities beyond the farm gate.  This conclusion stems from the recognition that 
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other players in the agricultural supply chain can have as much and in some cases more impact on 

sustainability than farmers and could likewise benefit themselves and the entire agricultural system by 

participating in the establishment of a sustainability practice standard. It is also important to note that 

while post farm gate processing and handling activities are largely beyond the control of the farmer, it is 

well understood that many on-farm activities have social, environmental and economic impacts beyond 

the farm gate (i.e., throughout the life-cycle). Therefore, it is the recommendation of the Needs 

Assessment Task Force to assure that these social, environmental and economical costs of off-farm 

externalities are included in calculations and assumptions about sustainability. 

 

Other stakeholder groups that have been suggested for possible inclusion in future recruitment 

efforts of the Standards Committee for stakeholder participation are: 

1. Fiber, fuel, hydroponic, aquaculture, ornamental horticulture, etc.;  

2. Input suppliers 

 

3.  Choosing a Form to Support Desired Outcomes  

 

 Assuming that the purpose of a standard is to encourage the widespread adoption of 

agricultural production and handling practices that are environmentally responsible, socially just, and 

economically viable, and that such a standard is developed to fulfill the basic needs identified above, the 

question remains: what form should the standard take?  

 

 Standards provide a common framework and language by which to approach a specific task.  

Beyond that, standards can take many forms, ranging from precise technical specifications to broad 

principles of conformity, depending on the subject at hand.  In the case of sustainable agricultural 

production, there is considerable agreement that an overly prescriptive standard — e.g., one that 

dictates use of specific fertilizers — would not be capable of capturing the diversity of conditions in 

which agricultural production takes place.  Moreover, while there are many working definitions of 

sustainability, there is nevertheless widespread recognition that sustainability is fundamentally a path, 

not a place.  

 

 ANSI standards are, by definition, voluntary in nature and tend toward inclusivity. This stands in 

stark contrast to regulatory standards, which can prescribe and enforce ceilings on practice, exact 

penalties, and preclude alternatives.  Through development of a voluntary standard, the Standards 

Committee and other stakeholders can encourage the broadest possible participation, provide direction 

in the use of sound, scientific data and quantifiable performance metrics, and help producers and 

everyone in the supply chain evaluate the true life-cycle consequences of various production decisions, 

without setting a ceiling on “best practice” or otherwise hampering innovation. At the same time, the 

Needs Assessment Task Force acknowledges the concerns of some stakeholders that even voluntary 

standards may potentially evolve into de facto requirements if they become widely enough adopted. 

 

Depending on the final form the voluntary national standard takes, it may achieve many positive 

outcomes, such as:  

1. Provide a framework that facilitates a common understanding of sustainability through 

a comprehensive set of environmental, social and economic principles; 

2. Provide specific sustainability metrics in a framework that help producers and others in 

the value chain evaluate their progress and establish goals;  
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3. Provide sufficient flexibility to ensure that producers can innovate and adopt practices 

specific to their needs and conditions; 

4. Establish a recognized national basis for a system of producer-focused incentives and 

market rewards, and support new avenues of potential revenue generation; 

5. Acknowledge practices already undertaken by producers and others in the value chain 

that support sustainability goals, while guiding producers toward additional voluntary 

actions that can be taken to support their overall sustainability objectives; 

6. Ensure inclusivity and accessibility by providing multiple levels of participation, engaging 

the full spectrum of agriculture, while spurring continuous improvement and providing 

increasing opportunities for recognition based on higher levels of performance;  

7. Recognize the wide spectrum of practices that can contribute to sustainability goals; 

8. Help prevent greenwashing through overuse and careless use of marketing terms such 

as “sustainable”; 

9. Support larger societal objectives of conserving precious resources, while respecting 

farmers, farm workers and farm communities; 

10. Provide sufficient uniformity to support consistent evaluation and assessment and to 

discourage fraud; 

11. Serve as a national baseline against which individual labeling and certification initiatives 

can be compared; 

12. Head off potential marketplace confusion; and  

13. Create a long-term basis for harmonization with international trading partners.  

The Needs Assessment Task Force has concluded that a management system standard 

supported by performance metrics offers the best opportunity for achieving these outcomes. The 

Standards Committee will ultimately determine which of these outcomes are desired.  

 

4.  Building in Incentives: Exploring B2B Versus B2C Options  

 

As discussed above, the Needs Assessment Task Force has concluded that a standard of some 

type is required, and that such a standard should establish a framework and pathway for continuous 

improvement.  That said, there are a number of other questions on what this pathway should be. For 

example: 

 

• Should the standard take an incremental or tiered achievement approach, providing 

recognition at various levels of accomplishment (e.g., MPS, SCS, GlobalGAP, [add others – 

see Ref. Docs])?  What form of recognition should this be at each level? 

• Should the standard establish a “gold bar” standard of performance? 

• Should the standard establish a recognition system based on a pass/fail approach? 

 

Any standard, and recognition of achievement against this standard, should result in some form of 

assurance provided in terms of performance levels achieved and/or adherence to the criteria in the 

standard; this assurance, in turn, should be able to be clearly communicated. Some options to consider 

are a recognized certification process (e.g., [fill in examples]) and/or voluntary benchmarking against an 

established standard, such as being proposed by the Stewardship Index for Specialty Crops. The Needs 

Assessment Task Force has concluded that any certification process not be the primary driver of the 

development process itself, but rather could be a potential outcome of any standards development. 
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Assuming that the Standards Committee strategically supports a certification element, the issue 

of what and to whom the certification is targeted becomes critical: 

 

• Should the focus be Business-to-Business (B2B), structured to provide validation and 

confidence to the trade buyer that its suppliers have met standard criteria (e.g., 

GlobalGAP)? 

• Should it be the basis for the development of an independent consumer label that 

producers can use in their marketing efforts, or that retailers can use in 

communicating/marketing to offer consumer confidence in the retailer’s socio-

environmental supply chain? 

• Can the standard support both B2B and B2C objectives? Is this desirable? 

 

Some Producers and retailers [buyers (food service) ] today report that consumers are, to 

varying degrees increasingly questioning the socio-economic conditions in which products are 

produced, preferring items that are produced with environmental and social responsibility and 

accountability. At the same time, consumers are becoming confused and disenfranchised by bogus and 

spurious “sustainability” claims (part of the larger wave of unsupported environmental claims referred 

to as “greenwashing”), and are beginning to hold retailers accountable for warranting their supply 

chain. 

 

It is likewise important to note that products in many agricultural categories are both imported 

and exported, and that US producers who export to other countries, especially to the European 

marketplace, are increasingly being asked or required to meet international sustainability standards, 

usually B2B. The growing proliferation of labels and certifications in the marketplace can put undue and 

sometimes unrealistic pressures on producers seeking to meet the demands of their international 

customer base.  This Task Force has concluded that our standards development effort should proceed 

from the start with an eye toward harmonizing with existing international criteria and standards 

wherever possible, in order to help streamline producer compliance efforts and gain support in 

international marketplaces. 

 

Should the Standards Committee elect to include a certification element as the basis for a 

consumer label, we must address three critical issues: 

 

• Unless the Standard includes the entire vertical supply chain, including processors and 

packagers, the strength of the consumer label may be limited.  

• Establishing a consumer label requires significant investment in brand development, 

marketing, and on-going management. Whose responsibility would it be to manage the 

brand? And given that there are so many proprietary labels in the marketplace making 

sustainability claims in a highly competitive environment, would a national label be a help or 

a hindrance in the marketplace —i.e., would it serve the best interests of the industry. 

• The basis for a consumer label may or may not be the same as the core goals of an 

agricultural community based criteria and standard. Would the goals of the standard and 

the label be congruent, or would we have to compromise fundamental ideals and goals to 

satisfy the needs of a consumer label? This is especially important when considering 

harmonization with global standards that are primarily B2B in their approach. 

 



Needs Assessment Task Force  Executive Brief 

Page 7 

Consumers are increasingly holding retailers accountable for the sourcing and sustainability of the 

products carried in their inventory. As a result, sustainability is increasingly being used as a 

differentiating positioning strategy among retail chains. Rather than having to support the marketing of 

multiple consumer labels, retailers are gravitating toward the following two options: 

 

• Developing their own criteria/standard/label and having their suppliers meet these retailer 

specific requirements; the retailer then may market compliance to their own standard to 

their consumer. 

• The retailer accepts multiple B2B standards, and then markets compliance under their own 

store label. For instance, this method has begun to be implemented by some large chains 

(e.g., Wal-Mart and Tesco under the Global Food Safety initiative (GFSI) model; GFSI 

recognizes multiple standards as equivalent, and the retailer only requires that their 

suppliers meet the GFSI requirements. The retailer then takes on the responsibility for 

communicating sustainability initiatives and compliance to their customers. 

 

While many of the questions raised here remain unanswered, to be taken up by the Standards 

Committee, the Needs Assessment Task Force has concluded that there is a need for a standard that 

provides a foundation for sustainable agriculture, and from which various sectors of the nation’s 

agricultural economy can elect, or not, to take additional steps to create certification and eco [i.e., value 

added]-label systems based on this foundation.  

 

 Conclusion* 

In summary this Task Force recommends that: 

 

• The Full Committee should proceed with the development of the Sustainable Agriculture 

Practice Standard. 

• The Standard should provide a basis for encouraging continuous improvement.  

• The Standard should be developed as a modular framework, such that additional product 

categories (e.g., livestock, other cropping systems) can be incorporated over time.  

• The Standard should initially focus on activities within the farm gate, but ultimately 

be expanded to include activities beyond the farm gate extending through the entire supply 

chain. The full life-cycle implications of such activities should be considered in order to 

capture potential impacts and trade-offs that might not otherwise be apparent. 

• The Standard should be a hybrid of outcomes based metrics and practice guidelines. 

• Certification should not drive the process, but could be an appropriate application of the 

process, with potential B2B and B2C applications. 

• Rewards opportunities should be incentive-based (e.g., policy driven) as well as market-

based (purchaser driven). Marketers may use the standard as a platform for market labels. 

 

 

 

 

 

* This document was approved by the Standards Committee on May 27, 2009. The recommendations in 

this document and corresponding language are to be read in context with the scope recommendations 

passed previously by the Standards Committee on May 27, 2009.  


