August 15, 2008
Members, Sustainable Agriculture Draft Standard for Trial Use Standards Committee
Leonardo Academy
1526 Chandler Street
Madison, WI  53711
We, the undersigned organizations, write in response to the recent announcement of your having been named to the ANSI SCS-Leonardo sustainable agriculture standard development committee. We write to urge you to consider the following concerns before continuing to engage in this process to establish national standards regarding sustainable agriculture practices.

As longstanding leaders in the field of sustainable agriculture, our organizations appreciate your interest as represented by this initiative. However, we have a number of serious concerns with its genesis, organizational development and potential for serious harm to the very interests it purportedly aims to protect.
First of all, we are unconvinced of the need for or merit of a new and broad sustainable agriculture standard beyond already existing ecolabels addressing sustainability in the farm and food sector. The United States already has a very reliable and effective organic standard. This standard has taken nearly two decades of planning and refinement.  Its implementation requires not only details of proper verification, but also includes a rigorous enforcement process that ensures the validity and integrity of every organic product that contains the certified organic label. In addition to an existing organic label, there are other sustainable agriculture-related standards that have demonstrated both their efficacy and also the difficulty and expense required to be rigorous.  The creation of another standard is unnecessary.
            
Second, not only are the proposed sustainable agriculture standards unlike many of the goods for which other ANSI standards have been created, but more important, the proposed standard-setting process is inherently unsuitable for sustainable agriculture. 

As scientists continue to demonstrate in countless ways, ecosystems in which agricultural practices operate are extremely versatile and dynamic.  Creating static, universal “sustainable agriculture” standards cannot meet the ever-changing and geographically different ecological conditions that govern agriculture. In our view, it is better to retain sustainable agriculture as a statement about goals and objectives rather than to try to capture it at one moment in time as a roster of specific standards.
Third, we are concerned about the exclusiveness of the committee’s composition. Although we understand that the application process was open to the public, a large number of farmers, ranchers, farm workers and NGOs were either unaware of it or chose not to participate due to concerns similar to those expressed in this letter.  Moreover, most farmers and ranchers, farm workers and many sustainable agriculture organizations are unable to afford to be a part of a three-year standard-setting process.  In order to create a comprehensive set of standards, the committee needs broad representation from a variety of sustainable agriculture stakeholders, regardless of their economic position. For this process to adequately represent key stakeholders, the committee needs to find a way to include and thus economically support actual small- to medium-sized farmers and ranchers practicing sustainable agriculture as well as farm workers and NGOs, in order for them to be a part of the standard-setting process.
            
Fourth, a new label has dangerous potential to render the term “sustainable agriculture” void of meaning.  Without a structured and financed process for rigorous, ongoing verification, the term “sustainable agriculture” will become an empty marketing tool for whoever wants to use it, and it will soon lose whatever meaning and integrity it might have in the eyes of consumers at the outset.  We currently see no evidence of the level of commitment necessary to make the standards real and effective. This commitment includes an ongoing, transparent level of verification, compliance, enforcement, review and civil society support needed to maintain the integrity of a viable set of standards that are strengthened over time and not weakened at the behest of special interests.  Our long experience with the organic standard demonstrates how crucial such ongoing commitment is to the integrity and thus the utility of the standard.  Lacking such provisions, these standards risk becoming an ephemeral non-solution, undermining marketing tools essential for thousands of producers and removing existing market choices for consumers.  Moreover, this new process was not sought by the civil society community on which the standard would be imposed.   
Finally, a new label has the potential to harm the existing, rigorous and defined organic standard.  All indications from the current draft suggest that the proposed SCS Leonardo standard creates in many respects a less rigorous standard that will likely undercut organic goods in the marketplace.  The ambiguity and resulting confusion compromises consumers’ interests while jeopardizing the livelihoods of organic producers.  The use of an organic farm plan as a basis for certification represents a systems approach that is far better than the proposed Best Management Practices approach due to the dynamic needs of organic and sustainable agricultural systems.
We request that the Committee cancel its standard-setting process, pending the outcome of a national conversation about the most constructive way to cooperate among various existing standards related to sustainable agriculture.  This conversation should occur at more than the behest of marketing interests seeking a market advantage, but with attention to all stakeholders who have invested in the meaning of the term “sustainable agriculture.”  The discussion would consider the range of current labels, who benefits from them, what protections exist for producers and farm workers, the rigor and verifiability of labels, and the accountability of the standards-setting and verification system back to its producers. 

We believe such a conversation needs to be convened by leaders from the sustainable agriculture community. Then, if the working consensus is there is need for another sustainable agriculture-related standard, whether for market or non-market purposes, the conversation could focus on whether such a standard could be constructed in a way that supports, rather than undermines, sustainable agriculture as it is actually practiced and continually evolving.  Under this scenario, there would also be community consensus on the objectives and legitimate uses of the standards should there in fact be consensus on the need.
We suggest that committee participants who sincerely support sustainable agriculture remain engaged in the ANSI SCS-Leonardo process only if you see: 

· A meaningful commitment to flexible, continuous, and transparent improvement of the standard to meet the real and constant changes inherent in ecosystems and across the nation’s geography;
· A major investment in credible infrastructure and processes for meaningful compliance, with inspections to verify, decertify if needed, and enforce the standard;
 

· The inclusion of actual farmers, farm workers and NGOs; and therefore
· Sufficient funds to permit a broad and inclusive process, with stakeholders currently not represented.
If you do not see that level of commitment, we strongly encourage you to withdraw from the process.  As should be clear from our above comments, we have very serious objections to this undertaking.  We urge you to recognize the consequences for consumers and sustainable agriculture producers of proceeding despite these objections.
We thank you for your consideration and look forward to the possibility of working together to create a national conversation about the real marketplace needs of the sustainable agriculture community and genuine solutions to them.
Sincerely,
