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Background

This policy brief is part of the project ‘Leverage Instruments for Occupational Safety and Health - Lift-
OSH’, commissioned by the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (EU-OSHA). The project
provides both an overview and in-depth case studies of market leverage initiatives in the agri-food and
construction sectors. It also analyses the factors influencing market leverage of occupational safety and
health (OSH) in supply chains, among other standards and certificates in supply chain governance.

This policy brief describes the standards and certificates commonly used in supply chain governance
in the agri-food sector, and outlines the potential benefits for OSH, even when this is not their primary
intention and they appear to have limited OSH relevance.

This policy brief is of interest to policy-makers, employers, managers and workers in the agri-food
sector, as well as those who help them to understand the application of certificates and standards in
supply chain governance, such as buyers, consumers and OSH practitioners.

The agri-food sector supply chain and OSH

The agri-food sector is characterised by challenges related to precarious conditions, especially for
migrant or seasonal workers who are often on short-term contracts. Issues include long working hours,
low piece-rate pay and unfamiliarity with certain OSH risks such as heavy lifting; repetitive work;
awkward postures; slips, falls and cuts; chemicals in farming; and a high psychosocial risks caused by
elevated pressure, stress and monotony (Jones et al., 2020).

The agri-food sector is subject to extensive regulation, particularly as regards consumer food safety
and environmental sustainability. These issues are usually addressed through multi-stakeholder
partnerships, which inevitably have an impact on relationships in the agri-food supply chain.

OSH is integrated into the supply chain through ‘contractual governance’, meaning the various forms
of formal tendering, contracting, auditing and monitoring of the suppliers’ work processes. The main
OSH-related contractual leverage practices are certification schemes and the associated audits
targeting the agri-food sector. They consist of a standard, which forms the basis for certification, and a
third party audit scheme. The standards generally build on international conventions such as the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the UN guiding principles, the ILO conventions, EU sector-
based regulations and national laws. They are concerned with topics such as child labour, forced labour,
discrimination, freedom of association and right to collective bargaining, as well as aspects of safety
and health.

Table 1: Features of five important schemes in the agri-food sector
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Best case practice — example of a leading Danish retailer: Business Social Compliance
Initiative (BSCI) initiative

The Danish retailer’s social, environmental and ethical responsibility requirements are set out in their
code of conduct, which is benchmarked against the code of conduct of the multi-stakeholder initiative
BSCI and is based on international conventions and principles.

The company aims to meet these requirements by attaching the code of conduct to every contractual
business agreement the focal company reaches with its suppliers. Suppliers who sign the business
agreement must ensure that the production of products and the procurement of raw materials and
services comply with the code of conduct.

The suppliers’ compliance with the code of conduct is monitored and tracked using a risk-based
approach. Until 2019, only suppliers based in countries classified as risk countries in the BSCI’s
Countries’ Risk Classification were required to prove compliance with the code of conduct, through
a third party certification. Based on this list, Romania would currently be the only European country
classified as a risk country. But after the focal company was made aware of a couple of high-profile
media cases in southern Europe where migrant workers suffering poor working conditions were
exploited, the focal company requested third-party BSCI certification from all their suppliers from
Portugal, Spain and Italy. However, suppliers do not have to arrange a BSCI audit if they already
have audit documentation of one of the following standards: Social Accountability International (SAl),
Social Accountability 8000 (SA8000), Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI), Global Good Agriculture
Practices (GlobalGAP) Risk Assessment on Social Practice (GlobalGAP GRASP), Initiative Clause
Social (ICS), SEDEX Members Ethical Trade Audit (SMETA), Sustainability Initiative of South Africa
(SIZA), Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production (WRAP).

In the fruit and vegetable segment, all suppliers must hold a valid GlobalGAP certification covering
responsible farming practices: among other requirements, suppliers need to systematically assess
risks for workers’ health and safety, address points identified in the risk assessments with
procedures and staff training sessions, have clear guidelines on the usage of hazardous substances,
provide workers with personal protective equipment, and ensure that machines and trucks are well
maintained and used according to legal requirements.

http://osha.europa.eu
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Practical implications

Certification and standards remain important

= Certification and standards strengthen supply chain adherence to OSH and related working
conditions, while communicating accreditations to buyers and end consumers. Buyers and end
customers can better understand outcomes, mainly through recognised certification logos, and
thereby make informed choices in their purchase of goods and services.

= ltis helpful in cases when a buyer cannot directly audit supplier companies due to geographic
location. By delegating the auditing duty to an accredited third party located in the supplier’s
country, the buyer can evaluate suppliers by simply checking the certificates and associated
documents.

= There are additional potential benefits: improved access to buyers, better bargaining positions,
technical upgrades and saving time owing to the reduced need for multiple audits.

The limitations of current certification and standards

= Certification schemes may not necessarily improve working conditions for agri-food workers;
studies indicate the audits may not focus specifically on OSH aspects or working conditions.
For example, of the five described certification schemes, GRASP and the SEDEX Members
Ethical Trade Audit (SMETA) can potentially complement OSH national inspection systems,
which may have a positive impact on OSH. Therefore, the use of certification needs to be
complemented by other measures such as national regulation and worker involvement.

= Certification auditing is common in large farms in the global supply chain but may not be
applicable in smaller farms where working conditions need improvement. One possible reason
is the high cost of the certification process and the associated accruing fees for the audits that
follow. Moreover, the process can be long and time-consuming for small suppliers lacking
sufficient resources to prepare for certification.

= The existence of a wide variety of standards, often requiring suppliers to comply with several
parallel standards, wastes resources and leads to audit fatigue.

The role of governments and policy-makers

= Governments and policy-makers can play a ‘gatekeeper’ role in giving credibility to voluntary
standards. The involvement of governments and policy-makers can encourage transparency in
standard-setting, and ensure that the process is inclusive and fair.

= If policy-makers and stakeholders in the sector merge or unify the certification and audit
schemes with similar functions and purposes, it will be simple for suppliers to select the
standard that best suits them. The number of subsequent audits can also be reduced to save
time and effort.

= If possible, policy-makers and government experts should help simplify the certification process,
which may encourage the involvement of more small suppliers.
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