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Private environmental certification schemes have in the past certified products as environmentally preferable on the basis of their intrinsic characteristics, and some still do. But the frontier of private environmental certification is now clearly in the realm of non-product-related processes and production methods (npPPMs), which generally pertains to products of primary industries.
Concerns that the trade-policy community have about the effects of npPPM-based standards and regulations on trade have been well articulated. Private standards have from the start been generally regarded as less problematic for trade than government regulations, because they are voluntary. Yet the supposed wall dividing the two domains, private and public, we now know to be rather pourus and mobile. Many product-related regulations — for organically produced agricultural products and, we can expect in the future, for biofuels and for carbon footprinting more generally — were born out of private standards. Numerous governments also give preference to privately certified products in their public procurement. And, in the context of the WTO negotiations of liberalizing trade in environmental goods and services, at least two member economies have endorsed the idea that eco-labelled goods be deemed automatically environmental, and thereby benefit from reduced or zero tariffs.
Given the ways in which environment-related private standards can affect markets, it is reasonable to ask whether their environmental impacts are sufficiently positive to offset the trade barriers they can create.

There have actually been very few studies examining the degree of compliance among producers certified to private environmental standards. (ISEAL’s project to develop better measures of their members’ contributions to change is therefore to be welcomed.) With that caveat, let us assume nonetheless that compliance is not a big problem – i.e., that if a fish product carries a label saying that it has been caught from a sustainably managed fishery, we can trust that the fishery is being sustainably managed. Does certification to private sustainability standards make a difference for the environment? Or, as some cynics claim, are the real beneficiaries the corporate merchants of the certified products, whose brand images are thereby burnished with a patina of greenness?
The degree to which the environment benefits from private standards and certification depends on several factors. First, only certain types of products lend themselves to eco-labelling. Some products, like compost, are intrinsically good for the environment — both in their production and in their use. Why bother going through the trouble of differentiating the product, when all compost is environmentally friendly? Others, like coal, are intrinisically bad for the environment. Coals vary in their degree of dirtyness, but how many private eco-labelling organizations are going to risk their reputations certifying any coal as “sustainably produced”?
That leaves products for which there are large variations in the way they are produced and processed, and among which at least some of what is produced does minimal harm to the environment — hence the preponderance of sustainability standards relating to products of agriculture, silviculture and fish harvesting and farming.
The question that must be asked, however, is: has certification really made much of a difference compared with the counterfactual (no certification), or has it merely identified those producers that were already producing, or close to producing, sustainably — i.e., grabbed the lowest hanging fruit? Even if initially a scheme mainly certifies producers that could easily meet its standard, that does not make it worthless, especially if it encourages other producers to adopt more sustain​able management practices. The challenge is to move beyond the easily certifiable to effect change among the recalcitrant, and among those producers that cannot afford to demonstrate compliance.
There is, however, another big challenge to which the certification community is now only waking up, and that is the issue of indirect effects — i.e., damage to the environment caused by non-certified producers responding to higher prices induced by increased demand. The whole focus of private standards up to now has been on specific producers, or a specific resource, such as a forest or fishery. The implicit assumption is that, by increasing the proportion of production that is certifiably sustainable, the overall environmental performance of the sector will gradually be improved. This could be called the “ever-expanding share of the pie” phenomenon. It may well be an acceptable approximation for products that we eat or drink, for which there is a natural limit on how much the world consumes. The same goes for products of fishing: sustainably managed fisheries have total allowable catches set at a level that protects the resource. Certifying such fisheries does not lead to more fish being caught unsustainably than would otherwise be the case.

But there are other products for which certifying the best performers may do little or nothing to help the environment, and which may even mislead consumers into thinking that their consumption causes no environmental harm as long as the good has been certified as “green”. I am thinking here of products of certain kinds of land-based marine aquaculture, and of fuels produced from biomass grown on arable land. For both, the only natural limits to production are those posed by available land and, in the absence of international controls on land use, increased consumption means by and large increased conversion of land to produce either the product itself or the crops that have been displaced.
In the case of, say, farmed shrimp, production is at least driven by consumer demand. In the case of biofuels, demand is driven by government policies, and is additional to the pre-existing — and growing — global demand for food and fibre. Even if all biofuels could be certified that they were produced on land that was already under cultivation, and using good agricultural practice, the net effect on the environment could still be negative if in order to replace the crops thereby displaced new forest land would have to be cleared. The apt metaphor here is “pushing on a balloon”.
Should private, voluntary certification schemes be expected to take into consideration the indirect consequences for the environment resulting from increased consumption of the certified product? When the product’s demand is driven by market forces, perhaps not. But when certification is applied to a product for which its demand depends on government policy, and the consequences of any demand at the margin are not necessarily benign, it clearly must. Yet, even then, a potential conflict of interest arises. Critics will allege that the standard setters and their certifiers will be reluctant to criticize a policy on which the livelihood of their employment depends. The private bodies aspiring to set standards for such products, if they wish to be viewed in the world’s eyes as credible, thus face a dilemma: they must be prepared to abandon their project if and when it becomes plain that little or none of the products in question improve the environment over its life cycle when its total global effect at the margin is taken into account. Even worse than having no environmental standard is to certify to a standard that is bogus.
In sum, private environmental standards, certification and labelling do have their place under certain circumstances. But one has to wonder whether, sometimes, rather than rushing off to create a new private certification scheme the environmental community should instead be pressing for better public policies. Certainly, the last thing that an environmentally minded group should try to do is to develop a private standard and certification scheme in order to reduce the environmental harm created by a public policy if reforming or stopping the policy would be the first-best solution to the problem.
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� That said, in the case of fisheries there is no agreed definition of “sustainable”. Any standard-setting organization can therefore refer to a different concept of sustainability – which eventually will also determine the potential environmental impact of these standards. During the recent OECD-FAO Round Table on Eco-Labelling and Certification in the Fisheries Sector, many delegates called for a benchmarking system that would allow private sustainability standards to be more easily compared.
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