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Summary: Instead of total harmonisation of organic standards, the EU should base its acceptance on imported products on equivalence. The International Task Force on Harmonization and Equivalence in Organic Agriculture (ITF), in which representatives from the Commission and some member states have participated, is developing several appropriate tools for facilitation of market access for organic product produced under different systems. The EU should recognize these tools as well as the IFOAM system for approval of standards and IFOAM Accreditation. The new opportunity to approve certification bodies outside the EU should be fast-tracked, reasonable and transparent procedures should be developed. To make better use of the competency of the industry and to promote cooperation between certification bodies will both strengthen credibility of organic products and show new ways for dealing with import acceptance. 
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Harmonisation or equivalence?

Many call for harmonisation of standards. Some might not understand what it entails. Harmonisation means making things equal, the same. This is the case for the EU regulation for organic, the same rules apply in the whole area. However for the international perspective harmonisation is not necessarily a good thing. It has been recognised by most actors, that when it comes to organic standards it is better that some common ground is harmonised but that the details will differ. Different systems should accept each other based on equivalence. When it comes to how certification shall be carried out, harmonisation is perhaps more practical, but also here we see emerging alternatives, such as Participatory Guarantee Systems, making a one-system-fits-all approach difficult. 
The International Task Force on Harmonization and Equivalence in Organic Agriculture 
The International Task Force on Harmonization and Equivalence in Organic Agriculture (ITF), composed of individuals working in government agencies, inter-governmental agencies, and civil society and other private sector organizations
 involved in organic agriculture regulation, standardization, accreditation, certification and trade, joined forces in 2003 in an open-ended platform for dialogue between public and private stakeholders to seek solutions to facilitate international trade in organic products and access of developing countries to international organic markets.  

The ITF focuses on opportunities for harmonization, recognition, equivalence and other forms of cooperation within and between government and private sector organic guarantee systems.  It commissions technical studies to fill information gaps and meets at least once a year to discuss and agree on next steps. It publishes the results of its work in books and on a dedicated website
.  

The Review Phase of the ITF work (2003-05) analyzed the impact of existing  organic regulations on trade, current models and mechanisms that enable organic trade, experiences of cooperation, recognition and equivalence in the organic sector, and potential models and mechanisms for harmonization, equivalence and mutual recognition. 

The current Solutions Phase of the ITF agreed to pursue a strategy comprised of the following elements:

· A single international reference standard for organic production, as a basis for regional and national standards;

· A mechanism for the judgment of equivalence, based on the reference standard;

· One international requirement for organic certification bodies;

· Common international approaches for recognition or approval of certification bodies.

In light of the progress achieved so far, the ITF recognizes that a single reference for organic standards is not yet a feasible proposition. Both IFOAM and Codex play an important role. 

Key ITF recommendations so far are:

· Public-private participation be improved in decision-making for both international organic standards (i.e. CAC and IBS);

· Governments commit to using international standards as the reference point for import approvals;

· The International Requirements for Organic Certification Bodies (IROCB), being developed by the ITF on the basis of ISO65 and the IFOAM Accreditation Criteria , be used when regulating imports and developing requirements for organic certification bodies; . 
· Governments and private accreditation systems develop mutual recognition, which will be based on the International Requirements for Organic Certification Bodies;

· Equivalence of organic standards and technical regulations will be based on one set of criteria, which is being developed by the ITF;

· Consideration is given to emerging alternatives to third party certification, such as Participatory Guarantee Systems.

At its meeting in Bali 27-30 November 2007 the ITF will discuss and possibly adopt the draft IROCB. It will further discuss the tools for equivalency and it will discuss how mutual recognition between certification bodies can work for import approval. The author will report the results of that meeting. 

IFOAM Basic Standards becoming the IFOAM Benchmark for standards

IFOAM is further developing its Basic Standard into a Benchmark for standards. The purpose is to provide clear guidance to standard setters, without prescribing all details. IFOAM itself will use the Benchmark to approve standards, either in the context of the IFOAM Accreditation Program or in terms of the concept of the Family of Standards, i.e. standards that are recognized by IFOAM as meeting the requirements of the Benchmark for Standards. Doing so, IFOAM builds on the consensus and ideas emerging in the ITF. 

What should the EU Policy makers do to facilitate the process of equivalence?

First it should be recognised that the revised EU regulation is a step in the right direction. Of course, we don’t yet know how it will be implemented, and the devil is in the detail. Also representatives of the Commission and some of the member states have participated actively in the work of the ITF. 

In the short-term the most important thing is that the EU ensures that the new mechanism for direct approval of certification bodies gets high priority and that its implementation is practical and indeed based on equivalence rather than compliance. It is important that the procedures and criteria that are used for this are transparent. 

The idea that imported products that are accepted based on equivalence need a transaction certificate for each lot, while this is not needed for so called compliant products is unjustifiable and discriminatory. IF these certificates fill any real function in deterring fraud, then they should be used for all products, including those from with the EU. IF NOT they should be abolished. 

The EU took a good step in referencing the Codex Alimentarius in the regulation; it should take a similar step to also recognise IFOAM, both the IFOAM Benchmark for Standards and the IFOAM Accreditation. To base equivalence determinations on the IFOAM Concept of approval of standards and the ITF tool for equivalence would go a long way. To accept IFOAM Accreditation as such and the IOAS as a competent accreditor is long overdue. It is often heard that the EU can’t reference private sector standards or accreditation mechanism. This is simply not true. There are plenty of references to non-governmental standards in EU regulations, most notably ISO standards. The whole Internet and Telecom industries as well as their regulations are based on industry standards. So this is not a formal obstacle, it is just a sign of lack of political will. 

The EU should further recognise the IROCB as the basis for its application of equivalence to certification procedures, as well as the other ITF recommendations. 

For the biggest trade flows equivalence on the country level is the most practical solution. For less important flows, and as a quick solution, direct approval of certification bodies plays an important role. However, many certification bodies are too small to undergo costly and separate approvals for several markets, so there is a need to find solutions also for them. One solution is that certification bodies that cooperate under a mutual recognition agreement can accept each others’ certificates. Through this method, promoted by the ISO, a product certified by a non-EU-approved body can get acceptance through an EU approved body. The EU should clarify that approved certification bodies can accept imports based on the acceptance of certificates from other certification bodies with which it has a mutual recognition agreement which included proper oversight mechanisms (such as the ones in ISO guide 68). In addition to provide market access, it would also promote direct cooperation between certification bodies. 

And what about integrity and trust?

It was not my task to outline about how to increase the integrity of organic products, but as most of what is suggested here is about making things easier, reducing barriers to trade etc. it is of course important to underline that we have to ensure that what is sold as organic really is organic. Fifteen years of regulation have now made it clear that a law doesn’t create trust and detailed rules don’t create integrity. We need to work more directly and practical with the integrity of organic products. The trade and the certification industry know more or less already what is good and what is bad, who provides a sloppy certification – even if accredited by so and so – which trade links that are murky. The recipe here is more transparency on all levels, and more direct accountability by the trade and certification bodies. Transparency and accountability not only towards regulatory authorities but towards their peers and the public. Direct cooperation between the actors, mainly the certification bodies, should be further promoted. 

Therefore, my concluding recommendation to policy makers is that they should build upon; participate in; demand and support all efforts by the sector itself to find better systems and systems that manage to combine safeguarding the integrity and reasonable access to producers from all parts of the world. 
�ITF participants have so far come from government agencies of twenty-one countries (Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, Costa Rica, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Germany, Greece, India, Indonesia, Netherlands, Philippines, Sweden, Switzerland, Tanzania, Thailand, Tunisia, Uganda and USA), seven inter-governmental agencies (EU, OECD, FAO, UNCTAD, UNECE, UNEP and WTO) and sixteen civil society organizations and businesses (IFOAM, IAF, ISF, IOAS, Argencert, Covert, Ecologica, Green Net, KRAV, , Rachel’s Organic Dairy, ISEAL Alliance, ICEA, JONA, Kawacom Uganda Ltd., Migros and Oregon Tilth)


� www.unctad.org/trade_env/itf-organic





