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Certification acts as a bridge between market regulation and environmental governance, by setting good 

production practices that do not compromise environmental resilience and integrity in the process. These good 

practice criteria are typically determined in response to consumer demands. Voluntary certification systems are 

therefore market driven and are typically function as a ‘non-state’ referee for assessing compliance with 

performance and quality criteria and environmental goals (including ecological, social and economic principles). 

Consumers' preferences are expected to result in price and/or market share differentials between certified 

products and those that are not, and this provides the economic incentive for companies to become certified. 

Certification provides consumer assurance that a product or process conforms to certain predetermined 

standards. Certification processes are widely categorised into three distinct stages, which are classified 

according to their degree of autonomy in verification and monitoring: 

1. Codes of conduct or declarations of good intension – these are adopted unilaterally by the producer / 

company and are referred to as ‘first party certification’. As a result of their unilateral character these 

certification instruments are only recognised to offer limited credibility, and are therefore widely 

perceived only as an expression of a company’s willingness to compete in the market on the grounds of 

ecological integrity. 

2. Initiatives by groups or associations of businesses to adopt certification standards and labels – these 

include the intervention of actors other than the company / producer itself (but from the same group or 

association), in standard setting and monitoring of company operations for the association members. 

This is therefore referred to as ‘second party certification’. These systems are verified by an actor outside 

of the company itself and are therefore rated as having slightly more credibility than first party 

certification schemes. However the extend of this credibility depends on the assessed independence of 

the actor in terms of the specific company under review. 

3. Multi-party certification initiatives – the distinguishing characteristic of these systems is that the 

verification of compliance of a company with the certification standard is assessed by an independent 

non-state private regulator and these schemes are referred to as ‘third party certification’. In these 

certification schemes the company seeks to manage responsibility in response to concerns expressed by 

numerous interested or affected parties and therefore invests in the engagement of stakeholders to 

access and maintain a position in the market and to improve competitiveness. Third party certification 

therefore deviates from the traditional state-centred approach to regulation and transfers control to the 

final consumer and the auditing third party. 

Certification can provide efficient instruments for the conservation of natural resources and the environment 

but their effectiveness is strongly determined by (i) the market share of certified products in comparison to 

other goods, (ii) the elasticity of demand to consumer income, and (iii) the market situation (i.e. free markets or 

regulated markets). 
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Forest Stewardship Council 

The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is an international not-for-profit, multi-stakeholder organisation established to 

promote responsible management of the world’s forests. The tools it applies to promote this are standard setting, 

independent certification and labeling of forest products, thereby offering consumers the ability to differentiate and 

choose products from socially and environmentally responsible forestry. The FSC works outside of state regulations and 

uses the market to create incentives for sustainable forest management. It is therefore an example of a non-state 

market driven form of environmental governance. The FSC has decentralised into a number of national and regional 

initiatives, which have developed their own respective principles and criteria for sustainability, adapted to technical 

conditions, forest resources and legal contexts. Products from certified producers are labelled with the FSC label for 

recognition in the market place. The FSC reported that approximately 107 million hectares of natural forests and 

plantations worldwide were certified to FSC’s Principles and Criteria in 78 countries by December 2008.  

Source: Forest Stewardship Council: http://www.fsc.org 
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ISO 14000 standard on environmental management 

ISO 14000 is a set of standards related to environmental management that helps organizations (a) minimize how their 

operations negatively affect the environment (i.e. cause adverse changes to air, water, or land); (b) comply with 

applicable laws, regulations, and other environmentally oriented requirements, and (c) continually improve in the 

above. ISO 14000 relates to the process of how a product is produced, rather than to the quality of the product itself.  

the standard does not dictate absolute environmental performance requirements but rather serves as a framework to 

assist organizations in developing their own environmental management system and to continually improve their 

environmental performance. Organizations are responsible for setting their own targets and performance measures, 

with the standard serving to assist them in meeting objectives and goals and the subsequent monitoring and 

measurement of these. A review of ISO 14000 certified companies located throughout Malaysia concluded that 

certification impacts positively on both the environmental and economic performances of enterprises. An "enhanced 

corporate image" as the strongest impact of certification perceived by the companies themselves, and they also 

believed that the benefits obtained from certification far outweigh its implementation cost. 

Source: International Organization for Standardization (ISO): http://www.iso.org/iso/iso_14000_essentials; Zailani, S. 

and Ann, Y. (no date) 

Rainforest Alliance 

Rainforest Alliance certified farms and operations are required to meet comprehensive standards set by the Sustainable 

Agriculture Network (SAN) which is a coalition of non-profit conservation organizations, which address social, economic 

and environmental criteria. Certified farms and companies that source products or ingredients from certified farms are 

eligible to use the Rainforest Alliance Certified green frog seal (label). More than two million farmers, farm workers and 

their families are reported to directly benefit from Rainforest Alliance certification. Rainforest Alliance has diverse 

certification and verification services that include agriculture and forest certification, tourism and forest-based carbon 

projects. They certify operations in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, Bolivia, the Caribbean, Africa or Asia. Certified 

farmers have reported that meeting the certification criteria is a challenge but doing so helps them farm intelligently, 

gain confidence, get ahead and plan for their futures. 

Source: Rainforest Alliance: http://www.rainforest-alliance.org 


