
3 June 2025

Interactive workshop: Integrating credible 
sustainability standards into trade policy



Welcomes & Opening remarks



Welcome and housekeeping
Facilities and fire exits
› The restrooms and emergency exits are located on either side of the Sausalito room.  On one side, you will find 
the men's restroom, and on the other side, the women's restroom. 

Wi-fi
›The Wi-Fi is open and does not require a password. Your guests can connect directly to the network "N'vY" or 
"conference.“

Refreshments
Coffee breaks & Lunch will be served in the Foyer Sausalito 

Questions about the event?
› Speak to Sofia, or any other ISEAL and IISD staff member



Today’s agenda

›9h00 – 9h10: Welcome & Opening remarks 
›9h10 – 10h30: Session 1: The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy – State of play
›10h30 – 11h00: Coffee & Tea break
›11h00 – 12h30: Session 2: Identifying and leveraging credible VSS: tools and frameworks
›12h30 – 13h30: Lunch break with an optional 30-minute session by Evidensia
›13h30 – 15h00: Interactive Session: World Café
›15h00 – 15h15: Closing remarks 



Opening remarks

Karin Kreider, 
Executive Director
ISEAL

Nathalie Bernasconi, 
Vice-President, 
Global Strategies and 
Managing Director, Europe, 
IISD

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sofia to add pictures on Monday



Presentation by Joshua Wickerham, Senior Advisor, 
Outreach and Engagement, ISEAL 

“What are voluntary sustainability standards (VSS)?”

Session 1: The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy – 
State of play



Core elements of a sustainability system 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
VSS are a type of sustainability system
This is ISEAL language
All sustainability systems have these features…. You can depend on credible VSS to deliver in these areas.

Go through the elements: 
Define: all standards do this
Assess: also known as assurance: there can be many kinds of assurance and assessment of varying levels. Some people specialise only in assurance for their whole careers. This has a big impact on how credible a VSS can be. I’ll spend more time on assurance today than the other elements just to give you a flavour of variability in VSS. 
Measure: Is the system making a difference?
Communicate: this includes claims. A big focus on claims lately in European and Canadian regulation
Learning: how can the system improve to make bigger impacts? Grievance mechanisms




Sustainability systems timeline

1993
1991

1970s
IFOAM is 
created

Emergence of 
competitors 
to FSC

Late 1990s

Buyer commitments to FSC

Blue Angel 
In Germany

1988

ISO 14001

1996

1997

Large market player 
commitments

Alliance of 
sustainability 
standards formed

ETI created

Labour Standards 
based on ILO

2002

… and many 
more since

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Driving factors for establishment of sustainability systems = 
- privatisation of responsibility over social and environmental issues
- recognition of global nature of ecological/social issues
- lack of government efforts to address issues, or inability to reach international agreements
- emergence of corporate social responsibility and partnerships between business and civil society

And the result was a market-based tool that was effective at driving large-scale change. But in the last 10 years, increased recognition of the limitations of certification as a tool to address systemic sustainability challenges, which has led to changing expectations of sustainability systems, and also efforts to broaden their strategies, and/or collaborate with others to drive change . 

Note change in t 2002-2017. sector transformation initiative and roundtable = increasing regulation




Introducing ISEAL 

We empower sustainability systems (standards and similar tools) 
to drive global change. 

We believe market-led sustainability efforts are critical to 
addressing sustainability challenges at scale and achieving the 
SDGs. 

Credible and effective sustainability standards deliver positive 
social, economic and environmental impacts.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We support sustainability systems by: 
Defining credible practices
Identifying solutions to key challenges 
Supporting innovation and scaling up solutions
Driving peer learning 
We support businesses and governments by: 
Defining credible practices 
Sharing insights on credible action in practice  
Sharing evidence on the impacts of sustainability tools




› Fisheries and aquaculture

› Agriculture and biotrade

› Textiles

› Climate and carbon

› Forestry

› Water stewardship

› Infrastructure 

› Biomaterials

› Extractives (minerals and metals) 
and jewellery

› Tourism and sport

ISEAL Community: Ambitious, collaborative and transparent 
sustainability systems

47 Voluntary Sustainability Systems, or Voluntary Sustainability Standard (VSS) 
across many sectors. Global and national standards: 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In addition to being global public goods, we also use the Code to evaluate sustainability systems for our membership.

Currently 47 global sustainability systems as community members.  

There’s been a real growth in VSS beyond the initial natural resources and agriculture focus, into textiles, mining metals and minerals, and now into climate and carbon.

Mention some well known members – FSC, Rainforest Alliance, Fairtrade, Roundtable for Sustainable Palm Oil, and newer ones, like the Responsible Jewellery Council, Aluminium Stewardship Initiative.

Becoming a member requires submitting annual progress reports against our Codes of Good Practice and implementing a monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system. Transparency about system.

ISEAL Code Compliant

> Meets baseline and improvement criteria of the ISEAL Code of Good Practice
> independent evaluation  

In some sectors sustainability standards now cover a significant percentage of production, for example in coffee is between 25-45% of global production, cocoa up to 35%, Bauxite production (for aluminum) 26%, forestry 11%. 




A traditional voluntary sustainability standard (VSS)   
Many pieces, working together supporting global value chains and sustainable trade

‘assurance provider’

‘oversight body’

part of a claim

‘sustainability system’ / 
‘scheme owner’

‘user’ / ‘client’ / ‘certified entity’

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
- To note: variability in terminology. Go through each of the attributes as it relates to trade



Case study: Forest Stewardship Council

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
And now a real-life example

Focus on COC and traceability



Variability within a type of sustainability system 

Single sector/multiple sectors

Single/multiple sustainability issue

One standard/multiple standards

Frequency: every 1/2/3/4/5 years

Delivery: one auditor/audit team

One/multiple external partners

Logo used on pack/social media comms

Claims about user/sustainability system

Business to business/consumer 

Strategies to consider causality

Format of public reporting

Types of improvement feedback loop

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Even within context of certification system, lots of different ways that each core element could be achieved.

Implications for using VSS in trade policy. 

Too complicated for you to become experts in yourselves but today we will share many of the trusted tools and experts you can use to determine which VSS are credible to be integrated into trade policy. 



Trade effects of VSS go beyond system components

Convening
sectors

Engaging and 
partnering 

Landscape 
approaches

Capacity 
building

Improvement 
incentives

Data and 
metrics

Direct impacts

Systemic impacts

Creating new value and incentives

Influencing enabling conditions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Increased range of strategies can also be thought of in relation to direct and systemic pathways

And links back to early point about different types of sustainability system. ISEAL adjusted in response to (e.g., integrated Code aim = applicable to wider range).



› There is great variability within VSS

› Small differences can have a big impact

› Credible practices build credible standards

› Credibility of the standard is in the implementation

› Virtuous cycle of policy and market practices: Credible VSS practices build 
on trade rules and vice versa

Implications for trade policy



Presentation by Florencia Sarmiento, Policy Advisor, IISD

“PLACEHOLDER FOR TITLE & SLIDES”

Session 1: The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy – 
State of play



The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy

› Policymakers increasingly integrate VSSs into trade 
policy frameworks. 
› There are different levels and natures of integration, 
which vary by instrument (public procurement v. due 
diligence).
› The effective use of VSSs in trade policy requires 
defining credibility criteria for which VSSs to use. 

Key messages



The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy

› Market access 
› Free trade agreements
› Due diligence
› Export promotion 
› Government procurement

Policymakers increasingly integrate VSSs into trade policy frameworks:



The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy

› Some regulations introduce explicit or implicit references to VSSs as part of 
compliance criteria with market access regulations. 
› For example, South Korea’s Sustainable Timber Act requires legality 
verification for timber imports.
› It recognizes VSSs like FSC and PEFC as acceptable evidence of compliance 
with the legality requirements. 

Market access



The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy

› References to VSSs in FTAs have grown: 34 agreements from 2018 to 2025, up 
from only 17 before 2018.
› Different uses:

» Cooperation – Exchange of information on VSSs.
» Promotion – Facilitating trade in certified products.
» Recognition – Acknowledging VSSs as contributing to high environmental protection standards.
» Guidelines – Encouraging truthful, not misleading mechanisms, based on recognized standards.
» Support – Direct use of VSSs for FTA implementation (e.g., Switzerland implementation of EFTA-

Indonesia CEPA).

Free Trade Agreements



The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy

› VSSs are recognized as well-placed to support compliance with due diligence 
regulations and requirements.
› Some regulations, like EUDR in Article 10, explicitly acknowledge that VSSs can 
serve as valuable tools for conducting risk assessments and supporting compliance 
with due diligence requirements. 

Due diligence



The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy

› VSSs are used in sustainable public procurement as proxies for sourcing products 
that are compliant with social and environmental performance.
› Mexico’s federal government procurement policy requires that all timber and 
wooden furniture products be certified by a third party to verify that they are made 
of wood from sustainably managed forests. 
› For this purpose, Mexico recognizes certifications such as the FSC and the PEFC 
standards.

Public Procurement



The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy

› Some governments are integrating VSSs into their export promotion strategies to 
increase access to sustainable markets and boost exports. 
› In Mozambique, the government aligned national cotton regulations with the 
Better Cotton standard’s criteria, using VSSs to boost sustainable production and 
improve access to export markets.

Export promotion



The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy

› Growing relevance: Policymakers are increasingly directly and indirectly integrating VSSs 
in trade policy to facilitate sustainable trade. 
› Integration varies: In some cases, their use is mandatory; in others, it is encouraged or 
promoted. 
› Support is essential: As some challenges remain, capacity-building services and financial 
assistance for producers to access and maintain certification is needed.
› Credibility criteria needed: Since not all VSSs are equal, the use of VSSs in trade policy 
must also be accompanied by credibility criteria (Session 2).

Conclusion



Presentation by Paulo Mortara Batistic, Associate 
Economics Affairs Officer, United Nations Forum on 
Sustainability Standards (UNFSS)
“VSS in trade policy”

Session 1: The Use of VSSs in Trade Policy – 
State of play



Preamble
Factors contributing to the proliferation of VSS between the 1990s and the 2010s 

Source: “Voluntary sustainability standards in international trade”, UNCTAD, 2023



VSS in trade policy

1. VSS and Public Policy

2. Due diligence and VSS

3. Conclusion



Opportunities for VSS in Public Policy

 Market access: Republic of Korea’s Act on the Sustainable Use of Timbers (2017) – FSC/PEFC, EU RED

 Trade policy FTAs and PTAs: UNFSS 4th Flagship - “at least 19 FTA’s mentioned in promotional way”.

 Public procurement: e.g. EU, Switzerland, Brazil, etc.

 Export promotion: FSC-Gabon, National VSS -> Brazil “Selo Verde”, Costa Rica “Esencial”

 Sustainability due diligence: 6th flagship slides ahead.

Source: “Voluntary sustainability standards in international trade”, UNCTAD, 2023

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Trade policy FTAs and PTAs: 4th Flagship “at least 19 FTA’s mentioned in promotional way”. EFTA – Indonesia, Palm Oil, ACCTS – “Ecolabels”
PP: VSS can also be integrated into generalized systems of preferences (GSPs) (EU GSP+ - ratifying countries benefit from tariff preferences)
VSS play a specific – and increasingly significant – role since they are often involved in the operationalization of sustainable public procurement practices.




Challenges of integrating VSS

 Capacity constraints → Scaling limitations

 Limited Sector Coverage → Sectoral gaps

 Proliferation of Labels → Certification fatigue

 Recognition System Overlap → Compliance complexity

 Risk of Over-Certification → Excess certification

 Distributional Inequities → Access barriers

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Capacity Constraints: A surge in demand for VSS may overwhelm existing schemes, many of which may lack the infrastructure or resources to scale up effectively.
Limited Sector Coverage: Many key sectors in public procurement currently lack available VSS, potentially prompting the creation of new labels.
Proliferation of Labels: The emergence of additional VSS labels could lead to confusion among consumers and businesses, making it harder to distinguish credible standards.
Recognition System Overlap: Multiple recognition systems with similar but slightly different requirements could complicate compliance for VSS schemes.
Risk of Over-Certification: If business demand for VSS outpaces consumer interest, it could result in unnecessary or excessive certification.
Distributional Inequities: High certification costs may exclude producers in least developed countries (LDCs), reinforcing inequalities and limiting their participation in sustainable markets.






VSS in trade policy

1. VSS and Public Policy

2. Due diligence and VSS

3. Conclusion



Due diligence and VSS

Source: “The future of Sustainable trade”, UNCTAD, 2024



Due diligence and VSS

Source: “The future of Sustainable trade”, UNCTAD, 2024



Due diligence and VSS

Source: “The future of Sustainable trade”, UNCTAD, 2024

Standard EUDR RA FT 2017 
(01.04.2017_v.1.
5)

FT 2023 
(27.09.2023_v.2.2
)

4C v4.0 4C v4.1 
(Valid from 
01/07/2024)

RSPO RTRS ProTerra 
4.1

ProTerra 
5.0

FSC PEFC

Scope All Coffee, 
Cocoa

Coffee, Cocoa Coffee, Cocoa Coffee Coffee Palm 
Oil

Soy Soy Soy Timber, 
Rubber

Timber, 
Rubber

Definition of 
forest FAO Definition + - + ± ± ± + ± ± ± +

Deforestation-
free 
requirement

Article 2 (8) 
‘deforestation-
free’: No 
deforest. or 
degradation

+ - + ± + + + + + + +

Legality
Prod. in 
accordance w/ 
National 
legislation

+ ± ± + + + + + + + +

Vulnerable/ 
Indigenous 
Rights

FPIC + ± ± + + + + + + + ±



Due diligence and VSS

Source: “The future of Sustainable trade”, UNCTAD, 2024



Already installed capacity of VSS

Key takeaways:

 Land-tenure higher under certification

 Differences in farm revenue

 Certified production costs a little more

 Disparity in capacity-building measures



VSS in trade policy

1. VSS and Public Policy

2. Due diligence and VSS

3. Conclusion



Conclusion

 The rise of mandatory due diligence
 Governments worldwide are increasingly adopting legally binding due diligence requirements. 

 The critical role of VSS
 VSS align closely with sustainability goals and are adapting to support compliance with new regulations. 

 Impacts on developing countries
 Due diligence measures could exclude small producers who lack the resources to meet stringent requirements. 

 Lessons from VSS for due diligence 
 The six-step due diligence framework closely aligns with processes used by VSS. 
 This alignment creates opportunities for policymakers to leverage existing systems,to streamline 
 due diligence implementation.

 Recommendations for inclusivity
 To ensure sustainable trade governance benefits all, the report calls for harmonizing regulations, 
 increasing producer participation and providing financial support for small producers. 
 Calls for fair value distribution along GVCs and capacity-building programs tailored to vulnerable actors.



Thank you
paulo.mortarabatistic@un.org

mailto:paulo.mortarabatistic@un.org
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Roundtable on country experiences
Benefits, challenges, and lessons learnt from integrating VSSs in trade policy 

Moderated by,
Leslie Sajous
Associate Manager, Policy & 
engagement

ISEAL 

Dominik Ledergerber, 
Advisor, Free Trade 
Agreements/European Free 
Trade Association, SECO

Jack Yao, 
Secretary General, 
ODCCN

Cameron Plese, 
Head of North 
America/Head of 
Government Affairs, 
RSPO

Corin Wood-Jones, 
Director, Special Projects, 
Better Cotton Initiative

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sofia to add pictures



Coffee and networking 

›Please be back at 11h00



Presentation by Cemre Balaban, Trade Policy Analyst, 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) 

Session 2: Identifying and leveraging credible 
VSS: tools and frameworks 



Context 
A multistakeholder collaboration 

 International Trade Centre (ITC)
ITC-led Trade for Sustainable Development (T4SD) Technical Working Group 

(including IISD; ISEAL Alliance, GIZ, among others)

 OECD Trade and Agriculture Directorate (TAD)

 OECD Centre for Responsible Business Conduct (RBC)



Sustainability Initiatives 

Any multistakeholder, government-run or industry-led 
scheme or programme that…
provides tools, information, guidance, framework, 

capacity building; and or 
sets requirements and/or expectations for, and/or 

assesses an organisation's operations, products, 
services, suppliers…

in relation to sustainability objectives.

Examples:

 Environmental labeling and 
information schemes (ELIS)

 Voluntary Sustainability Standards 
(VSS)

 Voluntary Third Party Assurance 
Programmes (VTPA)

 Sustainability systems or schemes



A Typology of Sustainability Initiatives

›A framework to better navigate the complex 
landscape of sustainability initiatives.

›Providing parameters (differentiators) and a 
common language to characterise and 
differentiate sustainability initiatives.

›Principles: High-level differentiation, Flexible, 
value-neutral

 Guide comparison/benchmarking of 
Sustainability Initiatives;

 Inform capacity building platforms (including 
in developing countries) to increase 
awareness and uptake;

 Support private actors in search of 
Sustainability Initiatives relevant for their 
business;

 Help evaluate, use and reference 
Sustainability Initiatives in regulatory 
frameworks.



The Typology Framework
Structure and principles

4 Chapters

Objective
Scope
Operations
Governance

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Differentiators are building blocks of our typology.



The Typology Framework
Structure and principles

Differentiators

Independent differentiators within each 
chapter

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The framework organizes differentiators into thematic chapters, depending on whether a differentiator captures a feature of sustainability initiatives pertaining to their objective, scope, operations or governance 




The Typology Framework
Structure and principles

Attributes

Independent attributes for each 
differentiator

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Typology consists of a comprehensive framework that defines key parameters of sustainability initiatives. These parameters are called differentiators. Differentiators are the building block of the typology. 
Emphasise the value-neutral aim of the categorisation/typology process, noting that any “’use” of the Typology will inevitably involve value judgements about which scheme fits which category. 

For each differentiator the typology proposes a set of attributes. These allow for high-level differentiation between sustainability initiatives. Typology is flexible to accommodate further level of potential attributes. 




Chapter 1. Objective

Differentiators Attributes

Facilitation Information provision

Guidance/framework

Tool

Training and capacity building

Verification Conformity assessment

Benchmarking

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Differentiators within this chapter allow us to facilitate and verify. Or rather: The objective of a sustainability imitative is two-fold: it can help to facilitate and verify sustainability through for example information provision or conformity assessments. Facilitating in that case can take place through information provision. Within verification, again, we distinguish between conformity assessment and benchmarking. 

Conformity assessment: Is a process carried out by a manufacturer to demonstrate whether specific requirements relating to a product have been fulfilled. In the EU legislation, conformity assessment procedures, called also “modules”, cover both design and production phases of a product. 

Benchmarking: is a standard against which something is compared, use to measure the performance of sustainability initiatives through sustainability indicators. 





Chapter 2. Scope (selected examples) 
Differentiators Attributes

Sector Non defined 

Specific

Geography Non defined

Specific

Value chain segment Non defined

Specific

Sustainability Environmental 

Social

Economic

Governance



Chapter 3. Operations (selected examples)

Differentiators Attributes

Assurance system Non defined

Assurance system defined

Grievance mechanism Non defined

Public grievance mechanism

Chain of custody Required

Provided

Not defined



Chapter 4. Governance

Differentiators Attributes

Ownership Public

Private

Stakeholder engagement Non defined

Stakeholder engagement

Information disclosure Non defined

Information disclosure



Joint publication OECD-ITC released in October 2024 @ G20 in Brazil  

bit.ly/3Vi8llk

https://bit.ly/3Vi8llk


Thank you 



Presentation by Shemina Amarsy, Advisor on Sustainability 
Standards & Value Chains, International Trade Centre (ITC)

Session 2: Identifying and leveraging credible 
VSS: tools and frameworks 



International Trade Center  



Why the Standards Map?

Navigating the sustainability landscape 
What’s a standard?

Sustainability initiatives/schemes/programmes
OR: Certification programs, audit protocols, CSR codes of 
conduct, international conventions & guidelines, reporting 
frameworks, etc.

• Multistakeholder, government-backed or 
industry-led

• Tools, information, guidance, framework, 
capacity building 

• Facilitate, set requirements, or assess an 
organization's operations, products, 
services, suppliers and/or other business 
relationships in relation to sustainability 
objectives



What is the Standards Map?

• Global Public Tool

• Accelerate the transition 
to sustainable trade

• Helping MSMEs 
overcome the knowledge 
gap to add value to their 
products and do 
business with buyers 
who increasingly require 
standards



Traffic and Use Cases of the Standards Map

Quick Statistics: 
 Users from over 192 countries
 Over 600’000 users ( 146’ 000 

these last months)
 19 industry sectors
 357 standards
 +1500 database criteria 

 SMEs
 Brands, retailers
 NGOs, Academia
 Policy Makers



Identification of Standards

Filters to select standards based on:

 Sectors and products
 Origin and destination markets
 Sustainability themes and pillars
 Value chain focus
 SDGs
 Availability of consumer label
 Recognition by industry platforms



Standards profile

Review information on:
 Facts and figures
 Geographic scope
 Sectors and products covered
 Value chain focus
 Requirements
 Verification and audit procedures
 Governance and standard setting



Standards comparison

(Advanced) comparison 
on:
 Requirements
 Verification and audit 

procedures
 Governance and standard 

setting

 National standards to standards 
requirements?



Advanced standards comparison



Coming features of the Standards Map



Coming features of the Standards Map



Examples of usage of the Standards Map

• Foster standards alignment and collaboration in a pre-
competitive space

• Inform sourcing  or financing decisions
• Promote transparency on standards
• Emphazise potential role of standards within  sustainability 

legislation framework
• Implement in-country sustainability capacity building 

projects
• Nurture research and knowledge on standards



Examples of usage of the Standards Map

Trade Policy leveraging Standards Map data  to : 



Examples of usage of the Standards Map
• Addressed to public procurement departments, contracting 

authorities and sustainable procurement specialists

• Way and extent standards contribute to respect of human, 
environmental and labour rights in textile supply chains

• Help the Swiss public sector to apply and review the social 
conditions for participations

• Also for companies interested in submitting tenders ( conditions of 
participation in public offers)



Shemina Amarsy
samarsy@intracen.org

https://www.standards
map.org

Thank you 

mailto:samarsy@intracen.org


Presentation by Leslie Sajous, Associate Manager, Policy and 
Engagement, ISEAL 
“The ISEAL Credibility Principles and Code of Good Practice” 

Session 2: Identifying and leveraging credible 
VSS: tools and frameworks 



Defining credible practice
ISEAL is a recognised and trusted thought leader on credible practices and the use of 
credible sustainability systems. 

The ISEAL Credibility Principles 
define the values of…

The ISEAL Code defines the 
practices of…

….effective and credible sustainability systems

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
What defines a “credible” VSS according to ISEAL? 

I won’t go into details again about who we are as an organization as Joshua already dealt with in the earlier session.
What I want to emphazise in my presentation is that credibility is not just a nice to have. It’s what VSSs must have to ensure their efforts truly drive sustainability impacts on the ground.

Credibility underpins everything we do at ISEAL. To help others understand and recognise what credibility looks like in practice, we have the ISEAL Credibility Principles and recently launched ISEAL Code of Good Practice. 
Our Credibility Principles lay the foundations for how sustainability systems and other market-based tools should operate.
Our Principles define the fundamental values needed to achieve the sustainable impacts they’re aiming for, values like collaboration, reliability, and continual improvement. The ISEAL Code of Good Practice then puts these values into practice.
ISEAL’s Credibility Principles and the ISEAL Code help VSSs build transparency, trust and impact. These credibility tools are beneficial across the landscape of global challenges. 
Through credibility, ISEAL is ensuring VSSs recognise and respond to specific issues: human rights, livelihoods, climate, biodiversity – the issues people care most about.

Governments have been more or less actively legislating company performance, through DD, DCF, claims and other types of regulations – including trade related policies. 
We know that credible and effective sustainability systems are incredibly well placed to assist with the implementation of regulatory requirements. 
We talk about a ‘smart mix’ – how best to combine regulatory and voluntary tools.

Credibility is a valuable concept that governments can integrate when crafting their regulations. 
Credible sustainability systems offer essential, trustworthy information and assurance that companies need when reporting on their due diligence obligations for instance. 
They also provide reliable data and risk management that companies can use in reporting.
Therefore, thinking about how sustainability systems and similar tools help implement and support regulations is central to our credibility work





ISEAL Credibility Principles 

The Credibility Principles define 
the core values of credible and 
effective sustainability systems 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Could you briefly introduce the ISEAL Credibility Principles and explain how they relate to the trustworthiness of sustainability systems? 

Diving deeper in our ISEAL Credibility Principles, those are a set of core values that define what makes a sustainability system credible and effective. These principles provide a framework for evaluating and enhancing the trustworthiness of sustainability systems. In essence, a sustainability system aligned with these principles is more likely to deliver meaningful and verifiable positive impacts.

Here are a few of the most relevant principles and how they relate to the trustworthiness of a VSS:

*   RELEVANCE: A trustworthy system addresses issues that are genuinely significant and material to the sustainability of the sector it covers. This means it focuses on issues where there is a real risk of negative impact and a clear opportunity for positive change. If a system focuses on trivial or irrelevant issues, its credibility suffers.
*   TRANSPARENCY: Trustworthy systems operate with openness, making information about their governance, standard-setting processes, and monitoring activities readily available to stakeholders. This transparency allows for scrutiny and accountability, building confidence in the system's integrity. Lack of transparency breeds suspicion and undermines trust.
*   ACCESSIBILITY: A credible system ensures its standards and processes are accessible to all relevant stakeholders, particularly those directly affected by the sustainability issues being addressed. This means clear and understandable language, affordable costs for participation, and mechanisms for addressing concerns and grievances. If participation is limited to certain groups, the system's legitimacy is questionable.
*   TRUTHFULNESS: This implies that a system genuinely seeks to establish and promote the adoption of responsible practices. The standard-setting is science-based and developed and revised through open and inclusive decision-making that incorporates balanced stakeholder input.
*   IMPARTIALITY: A trustworthy system manages conflicts of interest effectively to ensure its decisions and operations are objective and unbiased. This is particularly important in certification and verification processes, where there is a potential for commercial pressures to influence outcomes.
*   RELIABILITY: Trustworthy systems have robust processes for monitoring and verifying compliance with their standards. This includes clear audit procedures, competent auditors, and mechanisms for addressing non-conformities. A system that lacks effective monitoring is unlikely to deliver consistent results.
*   CONTINUAL IMPROVEMENT: A credible system is committed to ongoing learning and adaptation, regularly reviewing its standards, processes, and impacts to ensure they remain relevant and effective. This demonstrates a commitment to excellence and a willingness to address shortcomings. Stagnation breeds distrust.

When assessing a sustainability system, looking at how well it embodies these principles is a good way to gauge its trustworthiness.
�



The ISEAL Code of Good Practice for 
Sustainability Systems  

The ISEAL Code provides a globally recognised 
framework, defining practices for effective and 
credible sustainability systems.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
What role does the ISEAL Code of Good Practice play in operationalizing these principles? 
The Code has recently been revised after months of consultation and it now better takes into account evolving stakeholder expectations.
The scope of the ISEAL Code has broadened to reflect developments in due diligence, remediation, credible claims, and traceability. 

The ISEAL Code of Good Practice acts as the primary mechanism for operationalizing the ISEAL Credibility Principles. It translates the broad aspirational goals of the principles into concrete, actionable requirements that sustainability systems must meet to demonstrate their credibility. Think of the Credibility Principles as the "what" and the Code of Good Practice as the "how."
Here's how the Code operationalizes the principles:
Detailed Requirements: The Code provides detailed requirements and benchmarks across a range of critical areas, including standard-setting, assurance (certification and verification), monitoring and evaluation, and organizational governance. These requirements are much more specific than the principles themselves.
Structured Implementation: The Code provides a structured framework for implementation, outlining specific steps that sustainability systems must take to meet the requirements. This ensures a consistent and rigorous approach to operationalizing the Credibility Principles.
Assessment and Verification: ISEAL members are required to demonstrate compliance with the Code through independent assessments and peer reviews. This provides a mechanism for verifying that the principles are not just being espoused but are actually being put into practice. The assessment is a means of providing assurance that sustainability systems that are following it are achieving the quality and rigor levels necessary to deliver real benefits and impacts.


I will focus on one specific example of how the code is operationalizing the credibility principles – focusing on transparency. (in the next slide)



Example The ISEAL Code

Clause and topic Desired outcome

1.6: Public information about 
scheme impacts and strategies

Stakeholders have access to information about 
the scheme's intended impacts and strategies.

2.10: Public information about 
scheme governance and 
operations

Stakeholders have access to information about 
scheme governance and operations.

6.3: Terms of reference for 
standards

The scheme owner has clearly articulated 
what the standard aims to achieve and why it 
is needed.

6.7: Responding to comments Stakeholders can see what input was received 
and how it has been considered.

8.8: Public information on 
claims

Stakeholders have access to relevant 
information about how the claims system 
operates.

ISEAL Credibility Principles 

TRANSPARENCY
A credible sustainability 
system earns trust by 
being open and honest.



The ISEAL Code of Good Practice for 
Sustainability Systems  
The ISEAL Code provides a globally recognised framework, 
defining practices for effective and credible sustainability 
systems.

Policymakers can use the ISEAL Code and Credibility 
Principles as a reference for credible practice. ISEAL Code 
Compliant status can be used to recognise sustainability 
systems that have committed to adhere to good practices 
defined in the ISEAL Code. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

What is the potential advantage of using these tools when designing trade policies?  
Policy makers are very welcome to use the ISEAL Code or other ISEAL credibility tools to define and identify good practice – as well as a reference to understand what should be expected of credible and effective sustainability systems in the context of a specific policy, including trade policy. 

Examples of How to Integrate the ISEAL Framework into Trade Policy:
Recognition of Equivalence: Trade agreements can recognize the equivalence of sustainability systems that meet the ISEAL Code of Good Practice. This would allow products certified under these systems to be treated equally in terms of market access.
Preferential Procurement: Governments can use preferential procurement policies to favor products that are certified under credible sustainability systems.
Technical Assistance: Trade policies can provide technical assistance to producers in developing countries to help them meet the requirements of credible sustainability standards.

By integrating the ISEAL Credibility Principles and Code of Good Practice into trade policies, governments can promote more sustainable and equitable trade relationships, reduce risk, and support the achievement of broader sustainable development goals.





ISEAL Good Practice Guide for Benchmarking 
Sustainability Systems (v2)

www.iseal.org/about-iseal/our-work/benchmarking

• Companies/business platforms seeking to 
identify VSS that are sufficiently rigorous to 
meet specific needs and commitments, 
including as part of their due diligence process

Different actors use benchmarks of VSS to systematically evaluate 
their robustness and/or sustainability performance:

• NGOs seeking to highlight performance of different 
VSS to incentivise further improvement, often against 
specific sustainability priorities

• Governments seeking to recognise VSS that 
fulfil public procurement requirements or 
market access requirements (EU RED)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Benchmarks can support adoption of credible tools and initiatives and drive a faster transition to a more sustainable world, by indicating what acceptable practice looks like (thresholds), promoting alignment and transparency, and guiding improvement of VSS.
BUT benchmarks of VSS can have shortcomings:
Criteria are not clear, or relevant, or do not capture variations
Criteria not aligned with other frameworks -> continued divergence
Lack of transparency, impartiality, robustness in the assessment
Thresholds are too low > reward poor performers
With the guide, ISEAL aims to strengthen the quality of VSS benchmarks, helping to improve their consistency and robustness, so that they can be effective tools to support the recognition and adoption of credible sustainability systems.



http://www.iseal.org/about-iseal/our-work/benchmarking
http://www.iseal.org/about-iseal/our-work/benchmarking
http://www.iseal.org/about-iseal/our-work/benchmarking
http://www.iseal.org/about-iseal/our-work/benchmarking
http://www.iseal.org/about-iseal/our-work/benchmarking


Time for a 
Q&A session
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Moderated by Rupal Verma, IISD



Interactive discussion
Exploring the integration of credible VSS in trade policy

Moderated by,
Alice Tipping,
Director, Trade and 
Sustainable Development, 
IISD 

Ana Laura Lizano, 
Minister Counsellor, 
Costa Rica Mission to the 
WTO 

Cathleen Mölling, 
Assurance and Meta-label 
approach, 
Green Button

Norma Tregurtha, 
Director of Engagement 
and Markets, 
Bonsucro

Serra Ayral, 
Counsellor, Trade and 
Environment Division, 
WTO

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Sofia to add pictures



Presentation by Rupal Verma, Policy Analyst, IISD
“Some findings from the explainer – Credibility criteria for 
VSSs”

Session 2: Identifying and leveraging credible 
VSS: tools and frameworks 



Criteria Used in Trade Policy to Assess VSS Credibility
Following OECD & ITC (2024) typology and based on a review of EU RED (2023), ACCTS 
(2024), EUDR Guidance (2025), and FTAs (2018–2022), the criteria most referenced in 
trade policy are:
› Governance Criteria

• Information Disclosure
o Governance structure, audit summaries, certification body info, monitoring 

results (e.g., EU RED)
• Stakeholder Engagement

o Inclusive, transparent development processes (e.g., ACCTS: balanced, 
accessible participation)



Criteria Used in Trade Policy to Assess VSS Credibility
› Operational Criteria

• Sustainability Claim
o Truthful, verifiable evidence required (e.g., EUDR, Chile-Ecuador FTA)

• Recognition of Other Initiatives
o Alignment with international standards (e.g., ACCTS)

• Chain of Custody (CoC)
o Traceability and acceptance of certain CoC models (e.g., EUDR Guidance)

› Some policies go beyond these requirements and also specify additional criteria 
related to VSS, like third-party assurance, auditor competence, and grievance 
mechanisms.



Interactive discussion
Exploring the integration of credible VSS in trade policy

Moderated by,
Alice Tipping,
Director, Trade and 
Sustainable Development, 
IISD 

Ana Laura Lizano, 
Minister Counsellor, 
Costa Rica Mission to the 
WTO 

Cathleen Mölling, 
Assurance and Meta-label 
approach, 
Green Button

Norma Tregurtha, 
Director of Engagement 
and Markets, 
Bonsucro

Serra Ayral, 
Counsellor, Trade and 
Environment Division, 
WTO

Presenter Notes
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Sofia to add pictures



Lunch

› Lunch will be served in the restaurant downstairs.
› If you have dietary requirements, please speak to a member of staff
› Please be back at 13h30

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sofia to fill that in



Interactive session: World Café style

3 rounds of 20 minutes each 

Round 1: Understanding VSSs –Identifying main knowledge gaps

Round 2: Credible VSSs and Trade Policy Design – Mapping key 
opportunities and challenges 

Round 3: Leveraging  VSSs in Trade Policy –  blockages towards 
successful implementation



Key takeaways and wrap up

Plenary session to summarize the findings from the three 
rounds of discussion

Moderated by Joshua Wickerham, Senior Advisor, Outreach and 
Engagement, ISEAL 



Closing remarks

Karin Kreider, 
Executive Director
ISEAL

Joseph Wozniak, 
Head, Tade for Sustainable 
Development, 
International Trade Centre (ITC) 

Florencia Sarmiento,
Policy Advisor 
IISD

Martin Peter, 
Deputy Head, Trade Promotion,  
Swiss State Secretariat for 
Economic Affairs (SECO) 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sofia to add pictures on Monday
Flor to alert who will be giving the closing remarks from IISD



Coffee and networking 



Thank you 
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