2021 SUMMARY OF
ACTIVITIES HIGHLIGHTS
UNFSS partners, colleagues, donors, members,
collaborators and followers,

thank you
All of these activities would not have been possible without
your cooperation and support. Your enthusiasm,
engagement and involvement is invaluable to us and the
work that we do for the planet and the people!
We look forward to welcoming the new year with you!
Best,
The UNFSS Secretariat

The United Nations Forum on Sustainability Standards (UNFSS) is an initiative of 5 UN
Agencies: UNCTAD, ITC, UNIDO, FAO and UN Environment, and more recently UNECE (as of
2021). UNCTAD is the secretariat of the initiative and was created in response to the
externalities that arise from mainstreaming sustainability standards. It helps decision makers
in developing countries source adequate information on sustainability standards, as well as
share their experiences and get technical help.
The UNFSS is a neutral and independent platform that leverages sustainable value chains to facilitate
developing countries´ access to global markets.

www.unfss.org
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UNFSS 3 KEY OUTPUTS
and 2021 activities

1. Informed Policy Dialogue
Academic Advisory Council (AAC)
AAC roundtables, in collaboration with Evidensia
Podcasts
Capacity building
Dialogues with other stakeholders

2. Research and Analysis
Maximizing sustainable agri-food supply chain opportunities to
redress COVID-19 in developing countries
CARICOM study
Better Trade for Sustainable Development
Understanding Smallholder Farmer Access to VSS-Compliant
Market
Better Trade for Sustainable Development
APEC Compendium of Best Practices

3. Support for National Platforms
National Platform and Initiative Cooperative (NPIC) Network
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INFORMED POLICY
DIALOGUE
Academic Advisory Council

On November 2021, the UNFSS co-organized the
Academic Advisory Council (AAC) meeting together
with the Leuven Centre for Global Governance
Studies and the German Development Institute
(DIE) which was hosted at the European University
Institute (EUI) in Florence. The meeting was
conducted in a hybrid format where some
participants joined in person and some joined
virtually.
The meeting brought together an international mix
of academic (members of the AAC) and policy
experts from various disciplines and backgrounds to
consolidate the knowledge on VSS and contribute to
a comprehensive understanding of VSS impact and
effectiveness.

“Governments have a crucial role
to play in defining how VSS can
create impact. We need to look
forward & further explore the
governance processes and how VSS
can combine with other policies to
yield impact. We should question
ourselves as policymakers, should
governments further engage with
VSS as private governance
instruments? What are the
obstacles? How to use VSS in an
inclusive way and to achieve the
SDGs?” – Dr Mercedes Aràoz
Fernàndez, Universidad del
Pacifico and former Prime
Minister of Peru.
Meeting Summary available here:
https://unfss.org/2021/11/24/research-

The academic and policy sessions were organized
typically to foster a debate and progress on VSS as a
tool to enhance sustainable development The wide
array of topics discussed in 2 full days may have
been a difficult task to point to only a few key
takeaways, but it has definitely confirmed that
there are many topics within the economic, social
and environmental sphere that are pertinent to the
dynamics of VSS.

UNFSS

frontiers-on-the-adoption-impact-andeffectiveness-of-voluntarysustainability-standards/
Learn more about the AAC here:
https://unfss.org/academic-advisorycouncil/
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AAC Policy and Practitioner Roundtables
in partnership with

UNFSS, in partnership with Evidensia, organized a series of Roundtable discussions that
leverages the expertise of the AAC members:
Sustainability Standards and Environmental Concerns on 10 February 2021
https://www.evidensia.eco/resources/1116/sustainability-standards-andenvironmental-concerns-an-academic-roundtable-discussion/
Sustainability Standards and Social Concerns on 4 May 2021
https://www.evidensia.eco/resources/1217/sustainability-standards-and-socialconcerns-an-academic-roundtable/
Sustainability Standards and Economic Concerns on 17 June 2021
https://www.evidensia.eco/resources/1130/sustainability-standards-and-economicconcerns-an-academic-roundtable-discussion/
All three webinars received over 1000 registrants, covering almost the entire globe and
across sectors. This means that the topic surrounding VSS is becoming commonplace and
we do hope to continue raising the needed awareness and more importantly, connecting
the policymakers with adequate evidence-based information.

UNFSS
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Podcasts
UNFSS, in collaboration with Evidensia have and will produce a series of three
podcasts.
The first was in collaboration with the University of Leuven and covered the debates
surrounding trade policy and VSS. Listen to the first Podcast here:
https://www.evidensia.eco/resources/1115/trade-policy-and-vss/
The second podcast focused on VSS and trade with respect to the developing countries.
https://www.evidensia.eco/resources/2006/trade-policy-and-vss-a-developingcountries-perspective/
The third podcast has been forecasted to be recorded in January 2022. Topic TBC.

Steering Committee Meetings
The UNFSS Steering Committee (SC) is made up of
representatives from the five partner agencies
that run the forum:
Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO)
International Trade Centre (ITC)
United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD)
UN Environment Programme (UN
Environment)
United Nations Industrial Development
Organization (UNIDO)
In addition, UNECE- Economic Cooperation and
Trade has been participating and providing crucial
recommendations.

UNFSS

Download UNIDO´s new brochure:
https://tii.unido.org/sites/default/files
/publications/UNIDO_VSS_brochure
_ONLINE-FINAL.pdf
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Capacity Building
Applying Gender Lens on Sustainability Standards and
Certification Systems for International Trade. 8 March 2021
UNFSS organized the 2021
International Women’s
Day Feature- a virtual
webinar that focussed on
Applying Gender Lens on
Sustainability Standards
and Certification Systems
for International Trade.

Better Trade for Sustainable Development: The role of Voluntary
Sustainability Standards (VSS)- Report Presentation, 30 August 2021, Virtual
Better trade for Sustainable
Development” report was launched
and presented. The event discussed
the potentials and constraints of
VSS in making international trade
more sustainable with regard to
developing countries and
development opportunities.

APEC Workshop on Understanding the Role and Impact of VSS to trade in the APEC
Region, 14-16 September 2021, Virtual
This workshop was attended by
National Standards Bodies of the
21 APEC Member Economies. The
capacity-building impact was
more evident with the
respondents’ perceptions of
barriers and enhancers (in their
own words) that would deter or
motivate SMEs from complying
with VSS within their respective
economies.

UNFSS
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Dialogues with other Stakeholders

UNFSS
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Dialogues with other Stakeholders
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RESEARCH AND
ANALYSIS
Maximizing sustainable agri-food supply chain
opportunities to redress COVID-19 in developing countries
This paper elucidates the long-standing causes of
concern caused by agri-food supply chains and how
these have been aggravated by COVID-19 in developing
countries. Based on these concerns, this paper presents
several
recommendations
on
post-COVID-19
provisions for sustainable agri-food supply chains,
paying particular attention to the use of sustainability
standards as a tool to foster transparency and
traceability along the supply chain.
Download here:
https://unctad.org/webflyer/maximizing-sustainableagri-food-supply-chain-opportunities-redresscovid-19-developing

CARICOM study
On April 2021, the UNFSS published a report on
the CARICOM Export Potential to the European
Union, financed by UNCTAD. The report assesses
the CARICOM agricultural products - Herbs &
Spices, Cocoa, Sugar Cane, Coconut and
Aquaculture export potential to the EU through
the utilization of VSS. It is important to note that
the impact of the EU Directives is very significant
for CARICOM since the Economic Partnership
Agreement (EPA) between them expressly refers
to the concept of sustainable development.
Download here:
https://unctad.org/webflyer/caribbeancommunity-caricom-export-potentialeuropean-union

UNFSS
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Better Trade for Sustainable Development
This
report,
by
UNCTAD,
provides
a
comprehensive analysis of the potentials and
constraints of VSS in making international
trade more sustainable, in particular with
regards to developing countries development
opportunities. It investigates the means of
maximizing VSS contribution to sustainable
development and minimizing their risks. It
investigates the barriers to VSS uptake
specifically in developing countries and
approaches that can enhance the potential of
VSS.
Download here:
https://unctad.org/webflyer/better-tradesustainable-development-role-voluntarysustainability-standards

Understanding Smallholder Farmer Access to VSSCompliant Markets
The Chapter in the Standards and Poverty Reduction
report explores this issue and draws results from
field studies and interviews with stakeholders from
developing and least developed countries. The study
is based on information from interviews and surveys
in six countries' value chains. 57 relevant actors in
the following six commodities and value chains in
six countries were interviewed to understand the
situation of smallholder farmers: Rwanda: coffee;
Guinea-Bissau:
cashew;
Guatemala:
banana;
Colombia: avocado; Cambodia: rice; and India:
cotton.
Download here:
https://www.iisd.org/system/files/2021-12/ssiinitiatives-review-standards-povertyreduction.pdf#page=90
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Sustainability Standards: A new deal to build forward
better
This
report
shows
how
sustainability
standards can be a powerful tool for postpandemic recovery.
It traces the origin of sustainability standards,
their evolution from niche to mainstream and
industry trends. Companies use them widely in
their value chains. Investor choices and
government policies are also being shaped by
these standards.
Download here:
https://www.intracen.org/publications/Sustai
nability-Standards-T4SD/

SECO´s Engagement in VSS: An evolving commitment to
drive sustainability in GVCs
A new Position Paper on Sustainability Standards
highlights SECO’s role in driving sustainability
impacts in global value chains through voluntary
sustainability
standards
such
as
Fairtrade
International,
Rainforest
Alliance
or
Forest
Stewardship Council™. Against the background of
pressing global challenges linked to climate change,
biodiversity loss, food insecurity and poverty, the
paper elucidates new trends, analyzes the increasing
interlinkages between government regulations and
voluntary market-based standards and points at
future priorities of SECO’s cooperation in this field.
Download here: https://www.secocooperation.admin.ch/secocoop/en/home/themes/in
come-opportunities/value-chains.html

UNFSS
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Upcoming launches
APEC Compendium of Best Practices: Mainstreaming VSS
to Trade in the APEC Region
This compendium aims to provide global best practices in the interest to facilitate
VSS as a market development and trade tool aligned to the SDGs. While the
challenges of VSS, especially on small scale producers and developing economies
may be perceived to roll back the attainment of the SDGs, it is a fact that the
emergence of VSS have become a market reality and the only way forward is to
facilitate its advent in the most inclusive and sustainable manner.

Reflecting on Sustainability Standards: Trade and the
Sustainability Crisis Paper, pending for publication
This publication is the result of the Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS)
Academic Advisory Council Roundtables, jointly organized by the United Nations
Forum on Sustainability Standards (UNFSS) and EVIDENSIA, in collaboration with
the KU Leuven Center for Global Governance. The aim of these roundtables was to
foster the debate on the possibilities and limitations of sustainability standards as
tools that contribute to the environmental, social and economic sustainability
concerns.

G20 Commitments to the Sustainable Development
Agenda and Sustainable Value Chains Policy Note,
pending publication
The G20 countries accounts for more than 75 per cent of global trade and to play an
important role in fostering trade and sustainability linkages. This policy brief
presents and analyzes the potential role of Voluntary Sustainability Standards (VSS)
in enhancing Sustainable Value Chains (SVCs) and thus, supporting the three pillars
of action of 2021 G20 countries and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Policy
options to enhance both role and impact of SVCs are proposed. It is essential to create
a collaborative environment that facilitates the transformation to SVCs; integrate
sustainability practices in public policies, support sustainability-enhancing market
access; and continue to provide the needed aid and support to developing countries to
assist in their transformation to SVCs.

UNFSS
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SUPPORT FOR
NATIONAL PLATFORMS
National Platform and Initiative Cooperative (NPIC)
Network Webinars
UNFSS supports capacity building efforts
that are driven by the National Platforms.
These National Platforms develop a multistakeholder
engagement
that
institutionalizes
the
adoption
of
sustainability standards that also reflects
the national priorities. The NPICN meets
three times a year. They typically provide a
neutral forum to exchange information,
collect and exchange information on
national standards, assess the needs of
decision-makers and other stakeholders,
link national demands with international
expertise
and
build
institutions
to
strengthen its communications. Currently,
there are platforms in Brazil, China, India,
and Mexico and Initiatives in Indonesia,
Malaysia, South Africa, and Vietnam.

In our network:

2021 New Additions:
African Continental VSS
Platform

Initiatives:
Columbia National VSS
Platform

Regions:
On-going project with
UNFSS, initiated through
Standards Malaysia

UNFSS
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SOME HIGHLIGHTS
FOR 2022
1.UNFSS 5TH FLAGSHIP REPORT
2.VSS AND GENDER
3.BIOTRADE PRINCIPLES AND CRITERIA
AND VSS MAPPING RESEARCH
4.APEC PROJECT - CHARTING THE WAY
FORWARD

UNFSS thanks and
acknowledgement of
our key partners
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