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In recent years, Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) have had an increasing influence over export opportunities 

for developing countries in international trade. VSS are considered a market-based tool to transform commodity 

production, global supply chains and consumption patterns into more sustainable ones. There are around 500 VSS 

and these apply to agricultural, forestry, or fishery products which are among the major export earning sectors of 

many developing countries. To many VSS may be catalytic to achieve win-win-win outcomes for trade-induced 

economic growth, environmental sustainability and social development. However, small producers and businesses 

in developing countries and their governments are not always technically, financially or institutionally capable to 

reap the developmental benefits arising out of VSS 

In the interest of consolidating knowledge on Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) and their impact on 

developing countries, the United Nations Forum on Sustainability Standards (UNFSS) and the Leuven Centre for 

Global Governance Studies (GGS) of the University of Leuven, with the support of the Research Foundation – 

Flanders (FWO – International Coordination Action) and the Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO), 

will be establishing a “Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS) Academic Advisory Council”. 

The Academic Advisory Council (AAC) is designed to pursue the following scientific objective: understand the 

effectiveness of VSS and the determinants of effectiveness. Currently, different disciplines approach questions 

related to the effectiveness of VSS from different theoretical perspectives and focus on different dimensions of 

effectiveness. The AAC’s objective is to bring these different perspectives into one overarching network on the 

effectiveness of VSS, thus contributing to a comprehensive understanding of VSS effectiveness. 

The inception of this VSS Academic Advisory Council collaboration will go hand in hand with the publication of the 

4th UNFSS Flagship Report, anticipated to be launched during the fall of 2020. This Flagship report will be mutually 

reinforcing and will ensure the results of the research are accessible to a broad base of stakeholders by translating 

the academic research into policy documents with concrete suggestions and best practices.  

Time Programme 

10:00am – 10:30am Welcome and Coffee 

10:30am - 10:45am Opening and Introduction 

• Santiago Fernandez de Cordoba, UNFSS Coordinator, UNCTAD 

• Axel Marx, Leuven Centre for Global Governance Studies, University of Leuven 

10:45am – 12:15pm Session 1: Developments in the field of VSS: Stagnation or Consolidation, Compliance or 
Learning 
This session discusses the developments of VSS on two levels. First on the level of all VSS with 
a focus on the reasons and possible implications of the stagnation on the number of VSS in 
recent years. Second, on the development in governance practices of specific VSS by 
emphasizing the current developments in VSS governance models that interact more closely 
with standard-takers and what can be expected of them. 

Impulse Givers (7 mins each) 
1. Philip Schleifer, University of Amsterdam 

2. Kristin Komives, Evidensia, ISEAL Alliance 

3. Graeme Auld, Carleton university 
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4. Junji Nakagawa, University of Tokyo 

5. Marcelo Olarreaga, University of Geneva 

Roundtable Discussion 
Chair: Engela Schlemmer, University of Witwatersrand 

12:15pm – 1:30pm Lunch 

1:30pm – 3:00pm Session 2: Impact and effectiveness of VSS in achieving the triple bottom line of sustainability 
- social, economy and environment 
The effectiveness of VSS is determined by the impact they generate on key sustainability metrics 
and their degree of adoption. This session discusses the conditions under which VSS generate 
the most significant impacts. It also converses the current adoption dynamics of VSS and how 
these different types of dynamics are communicated.  
 
Impulse Givers (7 mins each) 

1. Verena Bitzar, Maastricht University  

2. Thomas Dietz, University of Munster 

3. Eve Fouilleux, Agriculutural Research for Development, CIRAD Montpellier 

4. Clara Brandi, German Development Institute 

Roundtable Discussion 
Chair: Niggli Urs, FiBL 

3:00pm – 3:30pm Coffee Break 

3:30pm – 5:00pm Session 3: VSS in Public Policy Possibilities and Constraints 
VSS are increasingly integrated in different types of public policy including measures for export 
promotion, import restrictions, public procurement, etc. This session discusses the possibilities 
and constraints of integrating VSS in public policy based on current studies and insights. The 
panel aims to answer the following questions: What functions do VSS perform in the regulatory 
process (agenda-setting, implementation, monitoring and enforcement)? How do or can they 
complement, substitute or possibly antagonize public policies? And what are the strengths and 
weakness, threats and opportunities?  
 
Impulse Givers (7 mins each) 

1. Lars H. Gulbrandsen, Fridtjof Nansen Institute 

2. Archna Negi, Jawaharlal Nehru University  

3. Jan Orbie, University of Ghent 

4. Vera Thorstensen, Fundaçao Getulio Vargas Sao Paolo 

5. Jorge Piñeda, Universidad Anáhuac México  

Roundtable Discussion 
Chair: Ariel Hernandez, MGG/University of Duisburg-Essen 

5:00pm – 5:30pm Concluding Remarks 

• Axel Marx, Leuven Centre for Global Governance Studies, University of Leuven  

• Bernard Hoekman, Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, European University 
Institute  

• Christian Robin, Deputy Head of Division, Trade Promotion, State Secretariat for Economic 
Affairs (SECO) 

• Santiago Fernandez de Cordoba, UNFSS Coordinator, UNCTAD  

Representatives from UNFSS member agencies (FAO, ITC, UNCTAD, UNEP and UNCTAD) together with WTO and ISO 

representatives will also contribute to the discussion through the Inception Meeting. 


