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Recent Review on Certification:

Toward sustainability: The roles 
and limitations of certification. 
RESOLVE, Inc., Washington D.C. 2012

http://www.resolv.org/site-assessment/towardsustainability/
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Certification

“Procedure through 
which written or 
equivalent assurance 
states that a product, 
process or service 
conforms to specified 
requirements”
FAO 2007

Typically provided by a 
private organization.

http://www.fao.org/docrep/013/i1948e/i1948e00.htm

FAO 2011



Certification - 2011

• Over 425 labels (over 350 ecolabels)

• 246 countries

• 25 industry sectors

• For aquaculture, certification 
available for each step in the 
production chain:

• Hatchery

• Feed mill

• Farm

• Processor
Source: Toward sustainability: The roles and limitations of certification. RESOLVE, Inc., Washington D.C. 2012



Key Point:

Certification is a business 
Even non-profit organizations must become 
self-sustaining at some point. Typically 
initially subsidized by foundations. 

Requires: 

• Enough participating producers to share the costs, 

at least to break-even. 

• Enough participation to financially support quality 

auditors.

• Adjustments to certification charges over time.



From: “Toward Sustainability…”

• Percent of aquaculture production 
that is certified: 2.6% 

• [4.6% - Bush et al. 2013.]

• Percent of global wild landings of fish 
for human consumption that are 
certified: 7%

• Percent of U.S. fishery landings that 
are certified: 60%

• Price premium: small to nonexistent
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Certification can cover one or all….

• Environmental 
sustainability

• Food safety

• Social 
responsibility

• Traceability

�Sets criteria for how 
the product is raised.

�Documents production 
process.

�How workers are 
treated. Farm 
relations with local 
community.

�Track product from 
farm to store.
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• Certification body /organization 
• Are accrediting associations to ‘certify’ certifiers.

•Develop standards – requirements
• Mandatory [“shall” ] & voluntary [“should” ].

• Testing / auditing (inspection) of 
process or product, or both.

• Issue certificate

• Label or ecolabel to indicate that the 
process or product complies with standards.

Process of Certification

FAO 2007



No ‘standard’ standards
• Process standards – how the seafood is 
grown

• Product standards – attributes of the 
product

• Major programs – NO product testing for 
drugs or chemicals. Just record-keeping

• Free range  (animal welfare) standards

• Organic standards

• Taste  standards

• Fair trade standards



Future Standards?

• Carbon footprint

• Food miles

• Water use

• Life cycle assessment

• Quantitative evaluation of 
environmental sustainability –
• Climate change

• Eutrophication

• Biotic resource depletion

• Abiotic resource depletion

• Ecotoxicity

• Ozone depletion

• Photochemical oxidant



Auditors
• Typically independent contractors.

• Inspect farms at intervals of 1-2 years. Often 
announced visits; inspect operation, check records.

• Key to the success (or failure) of certification 
programs.

• Is the auditor creditable? 
• Education, training, language skills, personality, 
honesty.

• Are audits uniform among producers?
• Albersmeier et al. (2009) in “Food Control”. Auditing 
results for German pork producers: 

Statistical analyses clearly indicate differences among 
auditors.
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What’s behind

Third-Party 

Certification Programs?

Importers  & retailers 

selling foods from 

developing nations



• Food products are increasingly produced 
and traded globally. 

• Developing nations – weak 
environmental, health and safety 
regulatory frameworks.

• In the late 1990’s, third-party certification 
emerged to set private standards.

[Wouters, Marx and Hachez.  “Private Standards, Global Governance and 
Transatlantic Cooperation: The Case of Global Food Safety Governance”]

Global Agrifood 

System



Private certification Government

Standards Laws, rules, regulations

Environmental

Sustainability

Food Safety

Social Responsibility

Traceability & Private sector

Enforced by Auditor(s) Enforced by Federal,

state and local 

authorities

Key Difference: With Government regulations, there 

are  civil and/or criminal penalties for violations.

Substitute for government regulations… 



WantChinaTimes: Copyright © 2011 

WantChinaTimes.com

• “The overuse of 
contraceptive pills and 
antibiotics in aquatic 
stock has become 
increasingly common 
in China... Some 
breeds of fish are fed 
birth control pills….”

• “The misuse of 
antibiotics in aquatic 
species is an even 
more serious issue, 
however. “

http://www.wantchinatimes.com/news-subclass-cnt.aspx?id=20110514000013&cid=1103



2008 Wall Street Journal –

Harris Interactive Poll*

“65% of American 
consumers doubted the 
safety of imported food 

from developing 
countries”

* From “Laboratory Error”, Food and Water Watch



2011 survey by Hart Research 

Associates /American Viewpoint

Requiring foreign countries that 
export food to the United States to 
certify that their food safety 
programs and standards are as good 
as those in the United States:

Strongly favor: 73%
Somewhat favor: 17%
Somewhat oppose: 4%
Strongly oppose: 5%
Not sure: 1%



GAO* testimony (May 6, 2010)

• In 2007 and 2008, FDA 
inspected 95 and 153 foreign 
food facilities, respectively.

•Out of an estimated 189,000 
such facilities.
[At this rate, it will take over 1,000 
years to inspect them all one time… ]

*GAO = U.S. Government Accountability Office; testimony by Lisa Shames, Director, 

Natural Resources and Environment, before  congressional subcommittee.



FDA Inspections of Seafood 

Processing Establishments

• 13,300 Domestic 
Plants

• FDA inspected:
3,066 in 2004
2,830 in 2005
2,456 in 2006
20%/year

Once every 5 years
[note: does not include 
NOAA inspectors or state 

health department 
inspections]

• 14,900 Foreign 
Exporters*

• FDA inspected:
81 in 2004
72 in 2005
68 in 2006
0.5%/year

Once every 200 years
* registered; “a great 
many more are 
involved…”

Sources: GAO 2010, CRS 2009



Why Do Retailers Seek Third-Party 

Certification for Products? 

• Corporate social responsibility

• Environmental NGO pressure

• Help consumers to identify products

• Reduce risk and liability

“…provide buyers some insurance 

against food scares and a due diligence 

defense.” (FAO, 2011)
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Global Aquaculture Alliance

Aquaculture Certification Council

The mission of the Global 
Aquaculture Alliance is to 
further environmentally 
responsible aquaculture to 
meet world food needs.

Through its Best 
Aquaculture Practices 
program.



World Wildlife Fund 

Aquaculture Stewardship Council

Mission

�To transform aquaculture 
towards environmental and 
social sustainability using 
efficient market mechanisms 
which create value across 
the chain.



GlobalGAP

The GLOBALGAP standard is primarily 
designed to reassure consumers about 
how food is produced on the farm:

�Minimizing detrimental environmental 
impacts of farming operations.

�Reducing the use of chemical inputs.

�Ensuring a responsible approach to 
worker health and safety as well as 
animal welfare.



Too many eco-labels

The vast array of seafood eco-labels is 

“confusing and daunting” to the public
Eric Roderick, Managing Director, FishGen  

“Green 

Noise”
Global Gap

Global Food Safety Initiative – foundation to benchmark 

varying standards , create common acceptance of benchmarked food safety schemes.



U.S. Aquaculture
• Aquaculture drug and chemical use 

is tightly regulated.

• Only a very few products that 
undergone thorough testing can be 
used.

• The FDA has not found an illegal 
drug in domestic aquaculture 

seafood*.

http://www.fda.gov/Food/FoodSafety/Product-SpecificInformation/Seafood/ucm119105.htm

* Center for Food Safety and Applied Nutrition (CFSAN) - Questions and 

Answers on FDA's Import Alert on Farm-Raised Seafood From China



Pangasius Culture  in Vietnam

• Pangasius farmer survey: 

• 100% of farms used antibiotics.

• Average of 3 different antibiotics 
per farm, 10% used 5 or 6.

• 17 different antibiotics belonging 
to 10 different antibiotic classes 
used across the industry:

Penicillins, aminoglycosides, cephalosporins,

quiinolones, teracyclines, amphenicols, polymixin, 

diaminopyrimidines, rifamycins, sulfamides.

• Legal compounds (with one 
exception); 28 antibiotics 
authorized for aquaculture use in 
Vietnam.

• Source:  Rico et al. 2013. Use of veterinary 
medicines, feed additives and probiotics in four 
major internationally traded aquaculture species 
farmed in Asia. Aquaculture 412-413:231-243.     

Biosecurity measures 
“almost impossible” given 
daily water exchange rates 

(20-40%).



Dilemma with Third-Party Certification

• Implies that all 
products with the 
same label are equally 
safe and sustainable.

• U.S. producers are 
already highly 
regulated.

• Where is the benefit 
for U.S. producers?

U.S. Grown = Imported?
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Third-Party Certification

1. Generally, no price premiums for 
certified products - except for 
organic products. 

2. Seafood buyers may require 
third-party certification.

3. Ultimately, it’s a business 
decision: are the benefits (e.g., 
market access) worth the cost?



Boyd and McNevin (2012)

“It is doubtful that aquaculture certification 
will become fully viable unless one or both 
of the following occur: 

1) clear evidence is developed revealing that 
the better practices and certification 
enhance efficiency enough to offset the 
added costs of participating in these 
programs, and/or 

2) more consumers become willing to pay a 
premium for “environmentally friendly” 
products, and a fair portion of the higher 
price filters down to farmers.”



Consumers Care about Food Safety

� Locally-grown

� Fresh

� Safe

� Family farm

� Family food

� Slow foods



State Certification



Fish farmers wanted independent, 
third-party certification of their farms

• Discovery of Spring 
Viremia of Carp virus in 
North Carolina -2002.

• Discovery of  VHS virus.

• Increasing recognition 
of disease transmission 
especially from 
uncontrolled sources.

• Demonstrate safety of 
farm-raised product.

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette
December 2005



Certification of Commercial 
Bait and Ornamental Fish

UABP Aquaculture/Fisheries Center



Marketing Safe Bait: safebaitfish.org



Organic Standards

“…translation of a 

philosophical approach 

to agriculture into a set 

of standardized growing 

practices.”

[Page 6, Steering Committee of the State-of-Knowledge Assessment of Standards and 

Certification. (2012). Toward sustainability: The roles and limitations of certification. 
Washington, DC: RESOLVE, Inc.]



Certified Organic Aquaculture



U.S. ORGANIC AQUACULTURE

National Organic Aquaculture 
Working Group - Created in 
December 2003

George Lockwood, 2005:
“We expect our White Paper and its 
proposals to receive considerable 
comment and perfection before any 
organic aquaculture standards are 
adopted by USDA in their Final Rule”

10 years and counting…


