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Abstract
An abundance of standards has emerged across all sectors and geographies to address environmental
policy gaps during a time of weak intergovernmental regulation and as a response to social and
environmental challenges. In this landscape of standards, NGOs, industry associations and other private
actors have constituted a new form of regulation, where compliance of companies to these standards is
monitored. The Ethiopian floriculture sector is a particularly interesting example of how sustainability
standards aim to address weaknesses in public regulatory frameworks. Within less than three decades,
Ethiopia has emerged from an almost non-existing player to a global player in the floriculture industry.
As a result, at least twenty sustainability standards have been developed and are, or have been, active in
the sector. While each of these standards aims at positive social and environmental impact, the opposite
may prove to be true in practice as a lack of communication, collaboration, and overall transparency
drive down effectiveness. In this research, the effectiveness of having a multitude of sustainability
standards as a policy tool to govern the Ethiopian floriculture industry is assessed. Using desk research
and interviews with stakeholders and sector experts, the effects of a multitude of standards on producers,
retailers and consumers are put together to understand whether these sustainability standards can be
viewed as an effective tool for governing the Ethiopian floriculture industry. Additionally, the research
set out to see whether standards in harmonization, competition or a combination thereof can be seen as
a promising approach to increase the effectiveness of such a policy tool. Results show that the traditional
compliance-oriented approach of certification schemes and the subsequent abundance in standards has
its limits to effectively govern the sector. Emerging coordinated sustainability initiatives aimed at
increased harmonization, such as the Floriculture Sustainability Initiative (FSI), can likely become a
more positive force on organizing the abundance of standards and improving sustainability along the
Ethiopian-EU floriculture supply chain. FSI’s benchmarking approach is likely to alleviate confusion
issues among producers, consumers and governmental bodies alike. Going forward, the research
indicates a need for increased communication, collaboration and transparency amongst supply chain
actors. Increased transparency can be driven through increased data driven certification, which has been
flagged as a distinct area of attention on the sector’s most recent sustainability agenda. Many key
stakeholders expect such an approach will help current and future standards to be implemented in a
sound, credible, and overall more effective manner.
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1. Introduction
“Sustainability can only be successfully pursued if it is sought simultaneously at all levels of the system,
in all sectors, and across all geographies. The complexities are hard to imagine, let alone classify into
some neat organizational structure. We have never faced such an all-encompassing endeavour, and
every day we walk further into unknown territory.”
- Christiana Figueres, Former Executive Secretary of the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change Founder and Partner of Global Optimism Ltd. (2018)
1.1 Problem description
Since the last decade of the 20th century, a plethora of sustainability standards have emerged to
address multiple sustainability challenges in global value chains. These initiatives emerged in a variety
of industries during an absence of intergovernmental regulation and as a response to challenges of
measuring social and environmental performance (Blowfield, 2000; Reinecke et al., 2012). Generally,
standards can be classified as either public (mandatory) or private (voluntary) and cover a wide range
of issues from safety or quality of products to social (labour conditions) and environmental impact
(Gebreeyesus, 2014). Sustainability standards, however, often contain voluntary predefined rules and
methods to measure environmental and social performance of companies (Reinecke et al., 2012). In this
market of sustainability standards, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), industry associations and
other private actors constitute a new form of regulation, in which they monitor compliance of companies
with these standards (Riisgaard, 2009b). Due to the competition in the current international market
system, industries and/or companies with interest of exporting to the global market have, to a certain
extent, been forced to comply with- and adopt- these standards, because adopting more standards
indirectly means increased export opportunities (Gebreeyesus, 2014; Kassa, 2017), especially those
industries of interest to critical Western consumers (Riisgaard, 2009b).
The Ethiopian floriculture industry is a particularly interesting example of how sustainability
standards fill the gap the weak regulatory body has left behind. Within less than three decades, Ethiopia
has emerged from an almost non-existing player to a global player in the floriculture industry. The
country is now the second largest exporter of flowers in Africa and the fourth largest supplier of flowers
to the world market (Kassa, 2017; Mengistie, Mol, & Oosterveer, 2017). The EU market accounts for
90% of the Ethiopian flower export, making it the primary export destination. Due to the characteristics
of a booming international industry, the lack of a central enforcement authority and the fact that the EU
market was already characterized by binding regulations and standards, at least twenty sustainability
standards have been developed by private actors (Gebreeyesus & Sonobe, 2012; Mengistie et al., 2017).
These standardizations are commonly taking the form of certificates (Hellberg, 2014). Next to this
abundance of available certifications, increased market share and reputation are the main reasons why
most Ethiopian flower growers hold two or more certificates (Denney, 2002; Mengistie et al., 2017).
However, private actors negotiating standards for labour and environment remain highly
criticized. First, the intended positive impact of standards on the environment, workers and producers
are not by any means guaranteed. Second, critics argue that standard initiatives are implementing a
Northern agenda on Southern producers and workers, suggesting that these initiatives do not take
sufficient account of local conditions and provide consumers with a false sense of problem solving
(Riisgaard, 2009b). Third, the aforementioned market of standards, or so-called ‘standard-landscape’,
results in many schemes existing in parallel. Each of these different social and environmental schemes,
working in isolation or alongside other standard schemes, are trying to tackle certain sustainability issues,
including environmental pollution and working conditions. For example, certifications focused on social
standards have adapted to also include environmental issues (Denney, 2002; Riisgaard, 2011). Fourth,
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within the (Ethiopian) floriculture industry the majority of standards aimed at the EU market are not
communicated to the consumer (and are known as business to business standards), which in itself
already raises questions. However, with increasing numbers of standards, labels visible to the consumer
could also start to increase. Consumer decisions are based on labels shown to them and having multiple
labels and/or even overlap between them causes inconsistent messaging and consumers would face
difficulties making the right choices based on quality and integrity of the product (Denney, 2002;
Riisgaard, 2009b). Finally, producers often encounter financial problems when adhering to these
standards. Initial payments, adaptation costs, frequent auditing and even complying to a certificate prove
costly and are considered large drawbacks of certificates (Hellberg, 2014).
Questions thus arise concerning the effectiveness of having a multiplicity of standards and
whether this is the most effective way of governing Ethiopia’s booming floriculture industry. Labelling
programs have proven to boost certain aspects of the floriculture industry in Ethiopia but are they truly
able to diminish all negative effects? Would a standard covering the whole flower supply chain be more
effective? Or is a harmonized flower standard the answer? This research therefore analyses the
objectives of the large number of certification schemes that exist in the Ethiopian floriculture export
industry aimed at the EU market which is, compared to the environmental effects of flower cultivation,
a yet relatively unexplored aspect of the floriculture industry in Ethiopia. By doing so, this research tries
to find an answer as to how to arrive at a more effective way of governing this booming industry.
1.2 Floriculture and FDI development in Ethiopia
Ethiopia is often seen as a relatively new market player in the floriculture sector due to its sudden
growth in the last 20 years. Initially, after the 1974 revolution, the floriculture sector in Ethiopia started
growing in the 1980s when the development of large-scale state-farms was in full swing. Approximately
75,000 hectares of large, commercial farms owned by cooperatives and individuals were converted into
state-farms. But only a few of these state farms started exporting flowers to Europe in 1980. In 2000,
only 2 private farms had entered the sector, exporting roses and summer flowers to The Netherlands
only. This slow increase in flower farms continued; in 2003 only five farms were registered. Together,
these farms exported no more than USD 4 million. It was not until 2004 that the industry went through
a growth spurt, the number of flower farms suddenly doubled and four years later, the 81 flower farms
were responsible for generating employment for approximately 50.000 people, more than 70% of these
were women. In the same year, flowers and plants were among the top five export commodities for
Ethiopia and generated more than USD 120 million foreign exchange earnings. There are currently 72
active flower farms and together with herb farms, fruit and vegetable farms, the industry occupies
10,897.21 hectares of land, employs approximately 200,000 workers and generates more than USD 300
million dollars (Gobie, 2019; EHPEA, n.d.).
Further globalization and large economic growth allow access to growth investments funds
through Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). Because of Ethiopia’s unexploited fertile land and natural
resources, the country has attracted foreign investors who are willing to invest large capitals in the
country’s agricultural sector (Terefe, 2016). The Ethiopian government has also fully supported FDI as
it is generally optimistic with regards to FDI’s abilities to boost the country’s export performance
(Tessema, 2019). As a matter of fact, shortly after the downfall of “Derg regime” 1(the name of an
administrative body that was established in 1976) in 1991, a Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) was
adopted by Ethiopian’s People Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF). The SAP was focused on
1

The Derg or Dergue regime was the name of the governing body established in 1974 in Ethiopia. This military
socialist regime ruled Ethiopia until 1991 and was led by major Mengistie. Mengistie wanted to transform
Ethiopia into a command state in which ownership of all land was transferred to the state and individual
allotments of approximately 10 ha were provided to individual farmers (Crummey, n.d.).
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transforming the country into a market system economy. On its way to a liberalized economy, the SAP
adopted multiple policy frameworks to reach its goals of a stabilized market economy and restore the
macroeconomic imbalances. The Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP) part 22 is the latest of these
measures, in which the private sector is stimulated (Terefe, 2016).
Experts report that FDI has brought both opportunities and challenges to Ethiopia. Among the
opportunities are the large amounts of capital available to invest in diversifying the country’s export
products and/or sectors. The Ethiopian government has set out a range of agricultural products that
foreign investors should focus on. Following these policy guidelines, foreign investors invest their
capital largely in coffee, cotton, rice, sugar cane and floriculture sectors. Generally, the presence of FDI
in the floriculture sector continues to grow and the number of foreign investors far outweighs the number
of domestic investors. At the start of the century, 171 out of 235 licensed investors were registered as
foreign investors. Within the GTP, Ethiopia adopted several fiscal- and non-fiscal laws to attract foreign
investors, including those on foreign exchange (forex) (Terefe, 2016).These laws are regulated by the
National Bank of Ethiopia (NBE) (Shiferaw, 2019). A lack of access to forex, or forex scarcity, is one
of the major issues to boosting non-agricultural sectors such as the tourism and manufacturing sector as
certain businesses, mainly importers, rely on forex to do business. Furthermore, forex is important to
manage the country’s currency value (Philips, 2018; Strobel & Suckling, 2019). It is this shortage in
forex that forced the government to adopt an investment policy that generates forex or decreases the
amount of foreign currency the country needs to pay for imports by promoting domestic- and foreign
exports and by making manufacturing investments (Shiferaw, 2019).
Following these developments, the Ethiopian floriculture sector received great attention from
the Ethiopian government in their second GTP for two main reasons: creating job opportunities and
generating foreign currency. The floriculture sector in Ethiopia has evolved immensely and it is
suspected to grow even further. The Ethiopian government has availed 6,000 hectares in different
regions to further promote the horticultural sector (Gashaw, 2018). As the sector continues to grow,
criticism of the sector increases too. The sector is criticized mostly for its unsafe working conditions
and the exploitation of natural resources. As a response to these conditions, social and environmental
standards were introduced (Gobie, 2019). In chapter 3.1, this research further elaborates on the
establishment of standards.
1.3 Sustainability certifications in theory
The focus on responsible business practices, or Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), has been
increasingly visible in the context of global value chains. Especially in those value chains where goods
are produced in economically less developed countries and exported to North America and Europe
(Hughes, 2001; Vos, van Ommen, & Mena-Vásconez, 2019). As already mentioned in the problem
description, private certification of these products has become an important governance tool to regulate
the production process. According to Hughes (2001), there are three underlying reasons for adhering to
one- or multiple private certification schemes: First, in order for retailers to keep a constant supply of
products, it is useful for their producers to have a sustainability standard that focuses on natural resource
management to prevent land degradation and resource depletion and, ultimately, to prevent shortages in
the supply. Second, low-quality products, environmental disasters and health risks can seriously harm
the image of a company. This is something that supermarkets will always try to avoid. Third, companies
are increasingly trying to target niche markets by selling fair trade and environmentally friendly products.
2

Ethiopia's GTP II aims to increase economic structural transformation and maintain growth towards the
realization of its aspiration to become a low middle-income country by 2025. GTP II focuses on enhancing the
productivity of the agriculture and manufacturing sectors, improving the quality of production, and stimulating
competition within the economy (National Planning Commission, 2016).
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Mutersbaugh, Klooster, Renard and Taylor (2005) discuss that agri-food and environmental
certification schemes, or systems, occur in different contexts and places with different historical
developments. Each one of these schemes has its own end-goals, focus on certain commodities or
agricultural goods and each is in a different way subject to national regulations and political economies.
However, there are some main characteristics common to each certification system: a public document
with a detailed overview of the standards; an audit or inspection process performed by third parties to
check whether goods comply to the aforementioned published standards; a seal used only by retailers or
a quality label to communicate aspects of the production process to consumers; and a certification
organization (governmental or non-governmental) that communicates the standard to the outside world,
trains inspectors and authorizes auditing agents (Mutersbaugh et al., 2005; Vos et al., 2019).
Thus, there are multiple facets to each certification scheme and there are different regulatory and
social contexts in which they exist. Therefore, it is difficult to find out why some certification schemes
may have been effective in regulating certain aspects of the floriculture industry in Ethiopia (in the past)
and why some have lacked to fill the gap in Ethiopia’s regulatory regime and reach its intended output
on the sector. The problem description already discusses several critiques on the effectiveness of
certification schemes. According to Vos and Boelens (2014) six general critiques can be distinguished:
1. Technocratic definitions of standards: objectives are based on scientific knowledge and are not
adapted to local circumstances.
2. A lack of democracy and transparency: dominant market players, such as board members of
certification schemes, often also have connections with major retailers or supermarket chains.
3. Smallholder exclusion: smallholder farmers often struggle with complying to standards’ strict
regulations and high fees and, for those reasons, are less able to export to supermarkets.
4. Negligible/minor environmental benefits: producers with good practices (minimal
environmental harm) often opt for certification because they are already doing well. Producers
with bad practices do not opt for certification and continue with their ‘business as usual’.
5. Conventional market forces copy alternative markets: large players in the industry, such as
supermarkets, tend to take over or copy standards that were originally driven by consumer or
producer groups.
6. Fraud and susceptibility to poor monitoring: third-party certification through field audits face
many problems, such as susceptibility to fraud and misinterpretation of standard criteria.
These critiques are recognized by many researchers, however, another critique - or challenge - that
is often considered as well and not included in the list above revolves around coordination and
competition between certification schemes. As was explained in the problem description (see 1.1), the
standards market sees a large number of certification schemes existing in parallel. Within this scope,
there often exists a high degree of internal competition focused on participation on different margins.
For example, certification schemes compete on the basis of the content of their standards, the pressure
they wield on consumers and on mergers with or between other certification schemes (Marx, 2010;
Riisgaard, 2009b). Whether competition between certification schemes is counterproductive in
achieving social and environmental goals or wields positive results is as of date inconclusive and likely
different across sectors.
However, there is a general consensus that this parallelism leads to a race towards the lowest
standard (Riisgaard, 2009b). For example, Raynolds, Murray and Heller (2007) find that in the coffee
sector, some certification schemes aim at raising the bar on social and environmental conditions , while
others simply try to uphold the bar. The latter is often supported by market forces. The relation between
standards has also been described by Abbott and Snidal (2006) and is further described in the theoretical
framework (see 2.5).
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1.4 Research objective and questions
The main purpose of this thesis is to explore how to arrive at a more effective policy tool for
governing the Ethiopian floriculture export industry aimed at the EU market currently experiencing an
abundance of private sustainability standards as main regulating instrument. This analysis is set in the
context of literature evaluating different standard schemes and literature that analyses the positive and
negative aspects of having such a regulating instrument for the flower industry in Ethiopia. This research
also aims to analyse the differences and similarities NGOs, industry associations and other private actors
have for establishing and improving certification schemes as well as the effects these standards have on
different actors along the Ethiopian EU supply chain. Furthermore, the research aims to discover
whether the abundance of standards has resulted in increased harmonization among standards or in
competing standard networks.
Based on the research objectives, the research question is as follows:
To what extent and how can a multiplicity of certification schemes in the Ethiopian floriculture industry
become an effective governance tool that ensures that current and future sustainability issues in the
Ethiopian flower industry (with the EU as its main export destination) are tackled throughout the supply
chain?
The main research question has been divided into five sub-questions; each of which has been formulated
relatively extensive to ensure full coverage of the subjects.
1. Which actors, covering what social- and environmental issues and using what tools are
responsible for the establishment of the abundance of sustainability standards existing in the
Ethiopian flower industry?
2. In what ways does a multiplicity of standards in the flower industry affect Ethiopian flower
producers, retailers and traders?
3. In what ways has the multiplicity of private sustainability standards, with or without
commodity labelling, affected overall transparency and communication given safety,
production processes and quality attributes to consumers?
4. Do standard harmonization initiatives have the potential to increase compatibility with
standards for producers, transparency to consumers and overall effectiveness of standards as
main governing instrument in the Ethiopian-EU flower supply chain?
5. How and to what extent can a competition between certification schemes contribute to a more
sustainable and effective policy tool to govern the Ethiopian-EU flower supply chain?
1.5 Contingencies
To be able to develop a successful outcome of this research, there are several important
contingencies that have been taken into account, of which the two most important ones are highlighted
below.
Due to globalization of trade and the aforementioned decline in government regulatory capacity,
many sustainability standards are private, non-state mandated and transnational (Belay Tizazu Mengistie
et al., 2017). Due to time limitations, this research only focuses on those private certification schemes
that certify growers in Ethiopia order for them to meet certain sustainability standards.
This research focuses on the whole floriculture sector in Ethiopia, this includes cut-flowers (mainly
roses, carnations, gypsophila, hypericum, limonium and chrysanthemum (International Trade Centre,
2014) and cuttings. Furthermore, due to both time, distance and associated costs, this research has been
conducted in The Netherlands. Nonetheless, since a large number of Dutch floriculture companies
located in Ethiopia have head offices in The Netherlands, distance does not necessarily have to be a
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constraint for this particular research which is built primarily around qualitative (interview) data
collection.
The research is based on both primary and secondary data. Other necessary information has been
obtained through interviews, which is further discussed below next to an indication as to how
information per research question has been obtained.
1.6 Thesis structure
This thesis is structured as follows: Chapter 2 describes the theoretical framework underpinning
the research. Chapter 3 outlines the results of the stakeholder interviews and document analysis. Chapter
4 discusses the results, linking back to the literature outlined in Chapter 2, and provides conclusions, as
well as recommendations for future research.
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2. Theoretical framework and methodology
In this chapter, a literature review of key concepts for the abundance of flowers in the Ethiopian
floriculture industry is presented, followed by the development of a theoretical- and operational
framework that guides the research. Finally, the methods used for this research are described.
To arrive at a well-conceived policy design, this research pursuing the effectiveness of the
abundance of certification schemes requires to be set into a context of the divergent interests and goals
of those programs. According to Samerwong et al. (2017), actors developing such arrangements, might
either seek environmental outcomes, alignment with national legislation or commercial gain.
Alternatively, those arrangements could also exhibit overlapping environmental, legislative or
commercial goals. When these diverging interests are taken together, these standard programs or
governance schemes represent a medley of approaches that result in different outcomes. This would
mean that the effectiveness and efficiency of the exerted policy outcomes and results of the sustainability
standards are thus represented by the different approaches (Samerwong et al., 2017; Smith & Fischlein,
2010). To be able to research the future of standards (a continued proliferation or not) in the Ethiopian
floriculture industry, this research analyses which form and function (or approach) is taken in this
industry and the direct consequences it has on the content of the standards and their effectiveness as
governing instrument. After describing these two main forms/functions, several terms and concepts that
further delimitate the scope of research is described. A large part of the theoretical framework is
operationalized (i.e. translated into usable indicators for answering the research questions) in the next
chapter.
2.1 Competing private governance networks
Smith & Fischlein (2010) argue that it is important to explore how competition shapes the
composition and results of rival private governance networks as this might influence the effectiveness
of this way of governing an industry. Single environmental or social issues have not been limited to just
one standard initiative; initiatives well-known for focusing on just environmental issues have adapted
to also include social issues. Because of this, Smith & Fischlein (2010) argue that rival initiatives have
emerged to organize themselves in groups, each representing diverse economic, political, and social
interests. In this way, environmental and social change is pursued through competing private governance
networks, which is true for an increasing number of industries, ranging from electronics and cleaning
products to sustainable fisheries. Smith & Fischlein (2010) further discuss the relevance of their work
by pointing out that prior efforts in this area of research have neglected the competitive nature of private
governance networks as drivers for the formation and expansion of this type of governance where
standards are the main regulating instrument.
Smith & Fischlein (2010) have conceptualized a framework according to their theory of rivalry
among private governance networks. The framework explores the sudden emergence of these networks
across different types of industries and the implications this supposed rivalry brings about. The
framework is depicted below in figure 1.
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Figure 1 Conceptual framework of competing private governance networks (Smith & Fischlein, 2010)

When using the competitive perspective, it is to be expected that the many private standard
schemes in the Ethiopian floriculture industry represent different networks of actors and their interests
accordingly, from which it would be able to determine whether this competition between networks
results in an effective policy tool. Such a rival private governance perspective offers an outline of
general patterns of the extraordinary evolution and formation of private governance networks within a
context where intergovernmental regulation is weak and where different institutions take the lead.
Therefore, the competitive approach offers a solid framework for assessing the policy design of the
Ethiopian floriculture industry. Composition of actors in the networks of standard schemes, as well as
their legitimacy and reputation resources are key characteristics that define success in this competition
(Samerwong et al., 2017). Smith & Fischlein (2010) argue that it is difficult to compete on the
substantive part (i.e. content) of a standard, and this is therefore not included as a key characteristic for
analysis of competition in the private standards governance network.
2.2 Meta-standardization/ meta-governance arrangements
The emergence of multiple sustainable certification standards can lead to several negative
consequences. For example, it is thought to create confusion for consumers when buying products and
producers might encounter financial problems when trying to adhere to multiple standards with the aim
to increase their access to markets. To ensure a harmonized quality and consistency of products, metagovernance arrangements have been developed. Meta-governance arrangements provide a framework
for standards to ensure their performance and to show a certain degree of legitimacy to retailers,
consumers and producers (Samerwong et al., 2017). The article by Samerwong et al. (2017) examines
three different meta-governance arrangements, ranging from initiatives creating a new standard to
initiatives trying to benchmark certain standards against a set of (normative) meta-standards, such as
codes of conduct.
The meta-governance arrangements framework also fits the floriculture industry in Ethiopia
well, and an analysis of comparing three meta-governance arrangements contributes to answering the
research question.
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2.3 The standards market
Reinecke et al. (2012) identify social mechanisms, convergence and differentiation running
alongside each other to foster ‘meta-standardization’. They explain this process as one that allows for
an ongoing multiplicity of standards and as one that converges core criteria and overarching principles
of these standards. Variety does remain, but only certain characteristics that allow standards to maintain
their own identities. This process of harmonization promotes the existence of a ‘standards market’ in
which private certification schemes both collaborate and compete for suppliers.
Reinecke et al. (2012) looked at the interactions and interrelations that exist between standard
schemes and identified ‘convergence’ and ‘differentiation’ as the two main social mechanisms that
establishes the existence of the supposed standards market (this is depicted in figure 2). There are also
three interacting mechanisms that promote convergence, the first of which is a common sustainability
vocabulary in terms of economic benefits, environmental quality and social fairness. The sharing of
sustainability criteria has helped to narrow down the concept for many standard schemes. The second
mechanism is certification platforms, which should serve as tool to decrease costs for producers trying
to adhere to multiple different standard schemes while still allowing product differentiation in brands.
The third mechanism is having base codes (such as the International Code of Conduct for the Production
of Cut Flowers (ICC) and the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI)) against which standard schemes should
be benchmarked to increase convergence (Reinecke et al., 2012).

Figure 2 Two countervailing mechanisms in the constitution of standards markets (Reinecke et al., 2012)

Thus, when using the perspective of a standards market, it is to be expected that co-existing
private standard schemes offer opportunities for harmonization through following similar (core) rules.
This harmonization could offer new regulatory opportunities, and through this perspective it can be
assessed whether these new regulatory opportunities result in an effective governance tool.
2.4 Risk management standards & product differentiation standards
European (food) retailers have a vital interest in establishing and maintaining confidence of
consumers in giving consumers a certain level of assurance that their product complies to regulations or
process requirements and do so through risk management standards. Therefore, many food retailers have
taken the lead in the standard-setting process and are increasingly demanding that suppliers are certified.
Standards aiming at differentiating the products and/or firm in the eyes of the consumer, by using a
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consumer label, are called product differentiation standards (Henson & Humphrey, 2010; Riisgaard,
2009b).
2.5 Parallelism & forum shopping
Abbott & Snidal (2006) introduce the concept of parallelism, which is important when looking
at governance schemes, as it describes what happens when an abundance of schemes develops at similar
periods in time and try to achieve roughly the same goals. Such independent standard schemes have
sometimes competitive and sometimes supportive relations when working in parallel in more or less the
same issue area.
A concept related to parallelism is forum shopping, also introduced by Abbott & Snidal (2006),
which can be explained on the basis of current events in the flower industry in Ethiopia. In this industry
we see schemes operating simultaneously and pursuing similar objectives. This opens up opportunities
for different actors; flower producers can choose to participate in different standard schemes to address
a certain problem (such as adhering to a standard for limited use of pesticides), while standard schemes
themselves can “shop” for business by competing for participation of producers on different ends (e.g.
use of consumer and other pressures, content of rules and possible mergers among schemes).
2.6 Race to the bottom
Two studies on coffee standards speculate that a parallelism of standards within a main-stream
market could lead to a race to the bottom of standards, or a race to the lowest standards. They argue that
standard initiatives that seek to raise the bar (e.g. standards that try to decrease levels of pesticide used)
are often the victim of standards that are simply looking to maintaining the bar at its current level (e.g.
keeping pesticides use limits as they are currently). Those standards that are trying to improve
environmental and social conditions are thus challenged by those that are upholding current standards.
It is, however, understandable that producers seeking to adhere to a certain standard, are more likely to
adhere to a lower standard (if it simply means that complying to a standard means an increased market
share) (Macdonald, 2007; Raynolds et al., 2007). Riisgaard (2009b) explains that standards with lower
sustainability requirements are often not communicated to consumers while standards that focus on
improving social and environmental conditions are communicated to consumers through consumer
labels.
2.7 Operationalization of the theoretical framework
The above conceptual framework is a construct where concepts and theories that are involved
in this research are explained, such as the important concepts of Smith & Fischlein (2010) and of
Reinecke et al. (2012) concerning competing and harmonizing private governance schemes. Building
on this, the operational framework provides this research with methods, steps, specific criteria, and
indicators which are derived from the conceptual framework. The operational framework can also be
seen as an assessment framework; it establishes and defines the specific indicators that allows to
properly interpret the research outcomes.
The main research question asks how certification schemes can become an effective governance
tool. To indicate whether something can be seen as an effective policy tool, we first need to clearly
define effectiveness. A common-sense definition of effectiveness by Gulbrandsen (2005) is used, who
measured effectiveness of forest certification as an institution of environmental governance. This
common-sense definition is that a certification scheme is effective if it solves the problem that motivated
the creation of the scheme. However, Gulbrandsen (2005) argues that measuring problem-solving
effectiveness is not that simple, as it is often impossible to uncover the causal effects of a specific
institution. Therefore, Gulbrandsen (2005) has identified six useful indicators for assessing effectiveness,
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which, to a certain extent, are also used in this research. Furthermore, the study by Samerwong et al.
(2017) has identified indicators to measure meta-governance. Drawing from both studies this research
uses the following indicators to measure effectiveness of a multiplicity of standard schemes:
1. Inclusiveness in standard development: Degree to which a broad range of actors are included
in the standard development process.
2. Individual or collective participation: Degree to which producers are signed on an individual
basis or because a producer association requires producers to be certified (an example is the
Ethiopian Horticulture Producer and Export Association (EHPEA) which requires producers to
adhere to the EHPEA code of practice).
3. System operation/goal orientation: Assesses whether a system is focused on the process,
focused on the outcome or a combination of the two. A system focused on the outcome is more
likely to decrease environmental damage.
4. Stringency of standards: Assesses the ambitiousness of a standard, it has to do with the degree
that the standards demand increasing levels of environmental protection, worker welfare, fair
wage, etc. There can however be an adverse relation with this, which means that producers
would rather adhere to standard schemes setting lower standards. This would then lead to a race
to the bottom (see conceptual framework). However, initially, more stringent standards would
mean a more effective standard scheme.
5. Internal governance: This assesses how the (multiplicity) of schemes establishes and reestablishes rules for its participants, how it exerts enforcement and how it resolves conflicts.
6. Transparency: Degree to which environmental and social standards are communicated to
consumers, such as labels visible for consumers.
To answer the sub research questions, a three-fold approach is used (shown in red in figure 3):
1. Assessment of the current situation:
(1) Using the conceptual framework, indicators for providing an answer to questions 1 to
3 have been established as is depicted in figure 3.
(2) The indicators are necessary to structure the answers retrieved from interviews and
literature research as these are the two main data collection methods (see methodology).
(3) The data obtained from interviews and literature enables the abovementioned
effectiveness indicators to be applied to provide an answer concerning the effectiveness
of the abundance of standard schemes as governance tool in the current situation.
2. Assessment of future developments:
(1) Using the conceptual framework, indicators for researching questions 4 and 5 have been
established. As these indicators are less obvious than those of questions 1 to 3, they are
explained:
i. Trends indicating increased harmonization is assessed by using the term of
convergence, building on the research by Reinecke et al. (2012). Convergence
is measured by comparing certification schemes on their common vocabulary
by researching whether, and how many, shared certification platforms or metagovernance arrangements exist (more meta-governance arrangements will thus
lead to an increased convergence between standards) and by the number of
standards that have adopted international codes of conduct (Reinecke et al.,
2012).
ii. Trends indicating increased competition between certification schemes is
measured by using a part of the conceptual framework of Smith & Fischlein
(2010). Certification schemes relying upon competing private governance
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networks consist of two general types of relationships. The first of which are
those members that are part of the ‘inner circle’ which means that they
contribute to standard development, management of the standards and
rulemaking. These members are referred to as horizontal partners. The second
type of relationship is between the certification scheme and network
participants that voluntarily adhere to the standards or are certified to comply
with the standard. These second network participants are called downstream
partners. The downstream partners have little to no say concerning rule-making,
but they contribute resources and capabilities to help certification schemes
compete with other, rival schemes (Smith & Fischlein, 2010). Therefore, this
study uses the number of horizontal and downstream partners as indicators for
measuring competition between certification schemes.
(2) After having established whether harmonization, a competition between certification
schemes, or a combination of the two, is taking place, the abovementioned effectiveness
indicators are used once more to establish the effectiveness of the (combination of)
standard dynamics.
3. In the discussion, a comparison between the effectiveness of ‘the current situation’ and ‘trends
towards the future’ is made. The quotation marks are applied to stress a few assumptions that
have been made for this research:
(1) First, it is assumed that the current situation is a situation where certification schemes
are working in isolation alongside other sustainability standards (explained in the
problem statement and it is elaborated in the theoretical framework as parallelism)
while in reality, a form of harmonization or competition may already take place.
(2) Second, it is necessary to comprehend what exactly is meant with the ‘future situation’.
The future situation is what happens when harmonization, competition or a combination
of both takes place. This research then analyses if such a form of governance changes
the effectiveness compared to a situation where the schemes are working in isolation
alongside each other.
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Figure 3 Flow-chart

22

2.9 Methodology
Based on the theoretical framework, the research uses two main methods to answer the research
question: a literature review and semi-structured interviews with stakeholders. A qualitative approach
is used due to the explorative nature of the research and is deemed useful for developing a
comprehensive understanding of the groups involved in the sector.
2.9.1 Semi-structured interviews
Semi-structured interviews were considered to be the best suited due to the variety of actors
involved, allowing freedom of discussion around the key topics. Interviewees were selected first
purposively, based on literature and news articles, and then through snowball sampling, requesting
additional contact details from the first set of interviewees. Topics discussed during the interviews were
around the building blocks of the theoretical framework and the research questions (Table 1, see
Appendix II for the full list of interview questions):
Table 1 General topics discussed during the interviews (for the full list of interview questions see Appendix II)

Nr. Topic
1

The establishment of the multiplicity of standards/ certification schemes

2

The effects of a multitude of certification schemes on producers, consumers and retailers

3

The Floriculture Sustainability Initiative (FSI) and their (possible) impact on the floriculture
supply chain

4

Harmonization and/or competition between certification schemes

The goal of the interviews was to get the perspective of different companies, researchers and
certification holders on the effects of the abundance of certification schemes on the floriculture sector
as well as discussing potential future scenarios for the standards market. Interviews were conducted with
high-level representatives (e.g. Sustainability Managers and CEO’s) to be able to get a perspective of
different institutions on the effects of certification schemes, rather than individuals. For this research a
selection of stakeholders was made to capture the perspective of a wide range of stakeholder groups.
Appendix I contains a list of participants whose views are covered through this research (job titles at the
corresponding institution).
2.9.2 Data collection and processing
11 stakeholders were interviewed for this research (see Appendix I). All interviews were
conducted through Skype. On average, the interviews lasted 50 minutes. After asking for their consent,
the answers of interviewees were recorded. The recordings will also remain available for verification of
the presented results. The interviews were subsequently transcribed in preparation for coding. Coding,
using Atlas T.I., a digital tool for the qualitative analysis of large bodies of textual data, was used to
further understand the information given in the interviews and to better identify the extent to which the
stakeholders experienced the large abundance as a problem and whether certification schemes are an
effective policy tool for governing the Ethiopian floriculture sector. The interviews were also analysed
to assess changes within- and between certification schemes, as well as developments in the sector on a
global level, as perceived by the stakeholders. Answers were first structured based on the sub questions
and then according to emerging themes.
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3. Results
In the following sections the results of the interviews and the literature review are presented. To
arrive at these results, the transcripts of the interviews were analysed for emerging themes that assess
advantages and disadvantages of the current multiplicity of certification schemes in the Ethiopian
floriculture industry in aid of answering the overarching research question. To ensure a certain amount
of anonymity for the interviewees, as well as clarity to the reader, opinions and perspectives as expressed
by the interviewees are structured according to the interviewees’ job title at their current place of work.
The interviews references can be found in Appendix I.

3.1 The establishment of standards
3.1.1 Actors involved in the standard development process
Private standard setting bodies in the floriculture industry can be subdivided in business
coalitions and NGOs (Belay Tizazu Mengistie et al., 2017). Networks of such actors pursue
environmental and social change by organizing themselves into groups, each representing distinct
economic, social and political interests. This notion of competing governing networks, which within the
context of this research manifests into standard schemes, was introduced in the theoretical framework
stemming from the research of Smith & Fischlein (2010). As of 2017, the most used sustainability
standards in the Ethiopian floriculture sector are the Ethiopian Horticulture Producers Exports
Association Code of Practice (EHPEA CoP), including three levels: bronze, silver and gold; Milieu
Programma Sierteelt (MPS), including MPS-ABC, MPS-Florimark, MPS-GAP and MPS Socially
Qualified (MPS-SQ); Fairtrade; GLOBALG.A.P.; and the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) (Mengistie
et al., 2017; Int. 5). Despite not being among the most commonly applied sustainability standards in
Ethiopia, Rainforest Alliance (RA), following its recent merge with UTZ, is relevant to this research
due to its focus on harmonization and common vocabulary between standard schemes, and will be
included as well. In the following section, each of these will be discussed further. Next to these six
standards, other standards and multi-stakeholder base codes exist including, for example, the
International Code of Conduct (ICC). However, for the purpose of this research, only the most
dominant- and those sustainability standards of frequent occurrence among Ethiopian flower growers
(and the actors involved)- will be discussed below.
EHPEA is a non-profit membership association that was developed in 2002 by five Ethiopian
growers and in 2007 it developed its own code of practice. This Southern Sectoral standard currently
has 119 active growers and their mission is to safeguard and promote the competitive position of the
Ethiopian horticulture sector on an international level (EHPEA, n.d.-a; Gobie, 2019). EHPEA aims to
actively represent and help their farmers by focusing on good agricultural practices (Int. 11). Referring
to how EHPEA supports their member farmers, one interviewee noted:
“We help these member farmers with issues, such as issues with land, tax and electricity. … We also
have something called IPM, integrated pest management, that has been developed to help the farmers
deal with pesticides in the farm. So, we help the farmers with all different kinds of aspects.” (Int. 11).
Similar to EHPEA, MPS was established by growers as well. In 1995, Dutch growers in the
Western part of The Netherlands decided to form a group in response to criticism on the use of pesticides
and their negative environmental effects (Int. 6). Due to the location of MPS’ establishment, scholars
refer to MPS as a Northern Sectoral standard (Riisgaard, 2009a). When asked whether there were any
other similar movements to MPS at the time, the interviewee responded that next to several movements
focusing on organic production, MPS was one of the first Dutch certification schemes to come forward
and set standards to decrease the environmental effects of horticultural practices. MPS-ABC originated
from the basis; it was a response to the need of growers and auctions. These growers are important
stakeholders to the MPS-group and they still have a large influence on the scheme to this day. However,
the interviewee noted that over the years things changed and the market, in particular the retail sector,
had started to increase their demands. Since then, the objective has been primarily to meet the demands
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of the market and respond in such a way that adhering to these requirements is feasible for growers.
Furthermore, the interviewee also stated that an important objective of MPS is its focus on improving
their sustainability criteria and encouraging growers to maintain a continuous improvement cycle. In
brief, MPS focuses on three elements: awareness, stimulation and market forces (Int. 6). Although MPS
was first established and released in The Netherlands, the scheme quickly reached international levels
and branched into sub-standards and -tools (Hatch & Wells, 2012). For example, MPS-ABC is a
monitoring tool that allows companies to make the right decisions in order to reduce their environmental
impact. By registering their consumption levels, such as energy consumption, a growers’ level of
sustainability is measured. This will then lead to a more conscious use of resources, which growers can
use to increase the sustainability in their company (MPS, n.d.-b). After MPS-ABC, MPS released an
optional social qualification, MPS-SQ, which is based on the ICC and guidelines from the International
Labour Organization (ILO) (MPS, n.d.-d; Riddselius, 2011). Another certificate MPS offers is MPSGAP, after obtaining MPS-ABC, growers can obtain MPS-GAP to be able to deliver to international
retailers. With MPS-GAP growers meet requirements in terms of traceability, effects on the environment,
pesticide use and recall procedures (MPS, n.d.-a). Another certificate MPS offers is MPS-Florimark,
which is based on traceability throughout the whole supply chain and is relevant to growers, traders,
auctions and retailers (MPS, n.d.-c). The MPS-ABC and MPS-SQ standards are two of the most adopted
international standards among Ethiopian flower growers (Mengistie, Mol, & Oosterveer, 2017) and they
are perceived to be beneficial at an individual company level for Ethiopian growers because of improved
reputation of the suppliers (Gobie, 2019). In 2017, 65% of Ethiopian flower growers adhered to MPSABC and 52% to MPS-SQ (Mengistie et al., 2017)3.
Next, Fairtrade International (FI), known as The Fairtrade Labelling Organization (FLO) from
1997 until 2009, is a non-profit organisation in Europe and most well-known among those who started
fair trade certification in the 1980s to help smallholder farmers and producer groups in southern
countries with low- and middle-incomes. Their intention was to give them access to international
markets, a minimum price and a special premium to enable producer groups to invest in collective assets.
When compared to MPS-SQ, the Fairtrade certificate is obtained by less Ethiopian flower growers. The
research by (Mengistie et al., 2017) reports that only 10% of interviewees hold the Fairtrade certificate.
According to an interviewee, Ethiopian flower growers usually only hold a Fairtrade certificate when
their main exporting market is Germany as Dutch retailers, for example, often prefer the MPS-SQ
certificate in terms of social qualification (Int. 10). Other fair trade organizations, such as the World Fair
Trade Organization (WFTO) and Fair Trade USA exist side by side to FI (Vos et al., 2019). These are,
however, even less prevalent in the Ethiopian floriculture industry.
Another Northern Sectoral sustainability standard that is applied by many Ethiopian flower
growers is GLOBALG.A.P. The research by Mengistie et al. (2017) shows that approximately 25% of
Ethiopian flower growers hold the GLOBALG.A.P. certificate. Even though less growers adhere to this
certification scheme compared to MPS-ABC, Gobie (2019) discusses that it is one of the most known
certification schemes among Ethiopian flower growers. In contrast to the three aforementioned schemes,
GLOBALG.A.P. was established by a coalition of European supermarkets (Riisgaard, 2011). In 1997,
British retailers working together with supermarkets in continental Europe decided to harmonize their
individual procedures and standards as a response to growing concerns from consumers regarding safety,
health and welfare of workers and animals. This resulted in an independent certification scheme for
Good Agricultural Practices (G.A.P.), called EUREPG.A.P. In order to broaden their scope,
EUREPG.A.P. changed its name to GLOBALG.A.P. The standard is now active in more than 135
countries (GLOBALG.A.P., n.d.).
Next to these certification schemes there are also so-called ‘base codes’ such as ETI. A base
code can be referred to as a recognized international set of standards. In particular, ETI is a membership
organization following an alliance between NGOs, trade unions and UK companies (Riisgaard, 2011;
Schaller, 2007). Similar to MPS-SQ, ETI’s base code of labour practice is based on ILO’s standards.
By promoting the implementation of these (corporate) codes of practice, ETI aims to improve companies’
compliance with labour standards (Ethical Trading Initiative, n.d.; Schaller, 2007). When using the same
research as used in the sections above, approximately 14% of Ethiopian flower growers have obtained
a certificate from this multi-stakeholder standard (Mengistie et al., 2017).
3

The research by Mengistie et al. (2017) used interviews from 29 cut-flower farms in Ethiopia.
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Finally, RA is known for its certification system for conservation of livelihoods and biodiversity
(Riisgaard, 2011). This multi-stakeholder standard has been established by environmental NGOs in the
late 1980s as a response to bad working conditions in Latin America. RA certified flower farms are
required to adhere to RA’s sustainable agriculture standard, which mostly focuses on the protection of
ecosystem services, wildlife habitats, water- and soil conservation, decent- and safe working conditions
and the effect of farms on rural communities and wildlands. The next section will further focus on the
social and environmental aspects of RA. RA is currently more active in Latin America than in African
flower producing countries (Int. 7), therefore, its presence is limited among Ethiopian flower growers.
There is evidence that at least one flower farm adheres to the RA certification scheme (Florius Flowers,
n.d.). However, due to RA’s current merge with UTZ, it is necessary to shortly introduce this scheme
as this merge will be used as an example later on in this research (see chapter 3.4).
As has been described in the preceding section, a large number of certification schemes has
emerged over the past 40 years, which can be explained by a number of trends as was revealed through
the interviews. First, during an interview with a senior manager markets transformation at a large
international certification scheme, the interviewee noted that there is a significant growth in industryled programs and that this might be the reason why standard-setters want to set rules themselves instead
of complying to an independent standard (int. 7). Similarly, one interviewee explained the multitude of
standards to be the result in differences of opinion in how to best reach the same goals, using religion
as a metaphor: monotheistic religions believe in a similar notion of ‘god’, but their interpretation and
devotion can be vastly different (Int. 2).
Second, as noted by another interviewee (Int. 9) - representing a well-known sustainability
initiative in the floriculture sector - the main standards were set by importing countries. Initially, they
were set for symmetry reasons, because countries in Europe or the United States needed some type of
assurance, in the form of standards, that products did not contain harmful chemicals or pesticides when
importing products from countries, such as Colombia or Ecuador. Because of this, they required
standards, which were and are mainly used to generate market access. This core reason for the
emergence of standards in these markets quickly intertwined to the production of sustainable and highquality flowers; if you want to produce quality flowers, you have to do it in a responsible manner and
standards can help demonstrate this.
Third, as sustainability issues were rising and markets consequently increasingly demanding
sustainability assurances, the standards further diversified into the known sustainability standards of
today.
Fourth, flower production areas in Africa and Europe differ significantly, having distinct
floriculture sectors, as well as social environments and climates, causing sustainability requirements to
be different:
“The way you address sustainability is certainly not the same in Ethiopia as it is in The Netherlands.”
(Int. 9).
In summary, according to the interviews, the four main reasons for the establishment of a
multitude of standards are 1) producers and companies aim at distinguishing themselves or are
dissatisfied with the current state of affairs (Int. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 10); 2) increased market access for
producers (Int. 9, 10); 3) a growing demand from consumers and retailers (Int. 4, 6, 9, 11); 4) due to
local differences (Int. 1, 9). A lack of governmental regulation (Int. 2) and coordination (Int. 4) are also
mentioned during the interviews and interviewees also noted that certification schemes continue to exist
because it is a good business model and a market mechanism (Int. 1, 2, 5).
3.1.2 Social and environmental aspects addressed in standard schemes
This section aims at comparing the six abovementioned standards in their efforts to improve
social and environmental aspects on flower farms. Table 2 will not only provide an overview of the
number of requirements these certification schemes have set, it also allows us to compare the standard
schemes in environmental, social and governance areas of sustainability. By comparing the requirements
of the sustainability schemes in these areas, we can also assess whether there is an emergence of common
vocabulary or whether there is an emphasis on distinctive features (see figure 2). Each of the sections is
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subdivided into, three or more, subcategories. These categories are based on information provided by
the International Trade Centre (ITC) Standards Map4 and on its significance and/or relevance to this
research. For example, reforestation requirements have not been taken into account.
As shown in table 3, most of the standards demand farmers to adhere to a large range of
requirements for obtaining a certificate and, as a result of that, improving their environmental and social
sustainability and their farm management practices.
First, the environmental requirements are largely covered by all of the standards, as only ETI
has no requirements set within the environmental category. ETI is, however, mainly focused on labour
practices and their lack of requirements in the environmental category is to be expected. Another
remarkable finding is that MPS-SQ, a social standard, has many requirements in the environmental
category. This can be explained by the fact that MPS-SQ is complementary to the MPS-ABC scheme,
which already demands producers to adhere to certain environmental requirements. The MPS-ABC
scheme is, for a large part, focused on registration and transparency. This also explains why there is a
difference in the number of requirements between MPS-GAP and GLOBALG.A.P., regardless of the
fact that MPS-GAP is benchmarked to GLOBALG.A.P. For example, the general principles for soil
husbandry, inputs of natural organic inputs or chemicals, waste management, energy use and
management and use and monitoring of water resources are similar. However, MPS has its own “MPS
Blacklist” for chemicals and focuses perhaps more on record keeping and registration rather than a
management plan. Thus, the topics they cover are almost identical but the approach they take may differ
per requirement. The same goes for EHPEA’s silver certification, which is benchmarked against
GLOBALG.A.P. as well. Considering this example, as well as several other examples (e.g. MPS-GAP,
British Ornamental Plant Producer Scheme (BOPP), EHPEA) (GLOBALG.A.P., n.d.-a), this could
suggest clustering of certification schemes around GLOBALG.A.P as a global benchmark.
Second, despite both ETI and MPS-SQ having based their requirements on ILO’s standards, the
requirements of MPS-SQ are more extensive compared to ETI. For example, within the human rights
category MPS-SQ has set requirements for gender policies and best practices and gender considerations
in stakeholder engagement processes and risk assessments of production, while ETI only requires that
no discrimination occurs based on gender (ETI, n.d.; MPS, 2014).
Third, a number of differences exist between the two largest standards, in terms of their global
presence, of the list: Fairtrade and RA. In contrast to MPS and/ or EHPEA, both of these certification
schemes are active in multiple sectors and in multiple countries. Reviewing the interview with a senior
manager market transformation at a large multi-stakeholder standard, Fairtrade and RA are similar in
their mission and strategy and are aware of the steps the other scheme takes, because of this, any changes
the other scheme takes will be taken into account (Int. 7). Both of these schemes have a large number
of requirements regarding environmental- and social issues and farm management and general principles
for soil-, water-, waste-, energy use- and management are very similar. However, RA is generally more
focused on farm management while Fairtrade’s standards are constructed to tackle poverty in developing
countries (Rainforest Alliance, n.d.). For example, RA requires impact assessments for ongoing
production, harvesting procedures, ecosystem services and it has a strong sustainability management
criterion including procedures to monitor and measure the effectiveness of environmental and social
management systems. Fairtrade, on the other hand, has set criteria for price premiums, setting up
contracts with traders and criteria related to access and selection of inputs and varieties (engineered
versus traditional).

4

One of the key features of the ITC standards map is that all of the information provided is reviewed by each
respective standard setting organization or by individual experts who have been appointed by the organization to
review and/or the data published by ITC (ITC, n.d.).
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Table 2.1 Number of requirements per standard regarding environmental aspects

Requirements
Environmental aspects
Standards
Northern Sectoral Standards
MPS-ABC
MPS-SQ
MPS-GAP
GLOBALG.A.P.
Southern Sectoral Standards
EHPEA (silver level)
Multi-stakeholder standards
ETI
Fairtrade
Rainforest Alliance

Soil

Chemicals/ Natural
organic inputs

Biodiversity

Waste

Energy

Water

3
3
5
7

6
9
16
17

0
5
10
13

10
8
9
10

6
2
2
4

6
5
8
10

7

17

4

8

1

8

0
5
8

0
15
16

0
17
20

0
8
9

0
9
4

0
9
9

Table 2.2 Number of requirements per standard regarding social aspects

Requirements
Social aspects
Standards
Human rights and
local communities

Conditions of
work and
social
protections

Employment
(relationships)

Human
development
and social
dialogue

0
10
2
1

0
18
14
14

0
31
0
0

0
10
0
1

8

23

33

11

2
13
18

12
20
19

24
23
25

7
11
6

Northern Sectoral Standards
MPS-ABC
MPS-SQ
MPS-GAP
GLOBALG.A.P.
Southern Sectoral Standards
EHPEA (silver level)
Multi-stakeholder standards
ETI
Fairtrade
Rainforest Alliance

Table 2.3 Number of requirements per standard regarding farm management

Requirements
Farm management
Standards
Economic
viability
Northern Sectoral Standards
MPS-ABC
MPS-SQ
MPS-GAP
GLOBALG.A.P.
Southern Sectoral Standards
EHPEA (silver level)
Multi-stakeholder standards
ETI
Fairtrade
Rainforest Alliance

Sustainability Supply chain
management responsibilities

0
0
0
0

1
7
7
6

0
2
3
4

3

13

7

0
3
1

4
7
10

0
10
3
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i) Note that not all characteristics of these standards schemes have been included in this table. Additional
characteristics should be considered in order to review the overall scope of operations of a scheme, including, but
not limited to: the standard-setting process; verification, certification and accreditation systems; products'
traceability, claims and labelling policies.
ii) It should be taken into account that ITC may not have used the latest version of the sustainability certification
schemes used in the tables above. For instance, due to RA’s recent merge with UTZ, their new scheme has not yet
been used for this research.

To sum up, although the six standards researched above contain many similarities in terms of
their requirements for environmental, social and farm management aspects, it seems that each of these
schemes contain several particular attributes that enables them to stand out from the rest. For example,
MPS focuses on the registration of chemicals and compared to Fairtrade, RA is generally more focused
on farm management. Furthermore, several certification schemes, including MPS-GAP and EHPEA,
are equivalent to GLOBALG.A.P.’s schemes and checklists. Similarly, MPS-SQ and ETI are both
benchmarked to ILO’s requirements, but both schemes have certain different requirements set regarding
social aspects.
3.1.3 Sustainability standards and government-driven rules and regulations
“Here in Ethiopia, our government is not highly involved as an actor to analyze or to audit. So,
the involvement of the government is very weak and FSI tried to involve a number of stakeholders and
actors because a number of stakeholders have different interests, powers and resources and it would be
good and promising to bring sustainability by filling the gap.” (Int. 10).
The Ethiopian government has not yet adjusted current regulation to effectively govern the Ethiopian
floriculture industry (Int. 10). However, Ethiopian governmental bodies have been involved in setting
up EHPEA (Int. 11). According to Castka et al. (2016), there are a number of reasons why governmental
bodies choose to be involved in setting up a national sustainability standard instead of adopting new
legislation or regulation. For Ethiopia, where the government is more interested in the floriculture
industry due to its voluntary investment properties, the generation of foreign currency and the creation
of jobs and its general boosting effects on the economy (Int. 3, 11) rather than focusing on sustainability
issues (Int. 3), these reasons might be worth exploring. Furthermore, according to an interviewee, the
Ethiopian government would not be able to govern the floriculture industry without having these
sustainability standards in place (Int. 11).
Governmental bodies may use certification systems, led by NGOs, as models to increase
traceability and control over the value chain as well as use certification to improve market access for
their growers (Lambin & Thorlakson, 2018). The latter might be especially true for Ethiopia as the
government would like to see more revenues for the country by producers having those certificates (Int.
11). Furthermore, by setting up a certification system, governments can improve access to capacitybuilding for smallholders, and adapting standards in such a way that it meets the needs of domestic
producers (Lambin & Thorlakson, 2018). For the Ethiopian flower industry specifically, it is not the size
of flower farms that divides Ethiopian growers from foreign (e.g. Dutch) growers as most growers have
a similar number of hectares covered. Rather, it is the number of standards growers adhere to and, as a
result, Ethiopian growers often have a more limited access to the European market compared to, for
example, Dutch growers. Therefore, the Ethiopian government has put in place that EHPEA’s bronze
label is the national code of conduct for exporting plants and flowers (Int. 10). Gebreeyesus & Iizuka
(2010) suggest that the adoption of this code of conduct has helped EHPEA gain legitimacy as a sector
policy maker. As such, the use of a certification scheme in conjunction with traditional policy schemes
reinforces Ethiopian legislation covering environmental and social product-related matters. It also
makes EPHEA potentially a better positioned policy actor than other voluntary standards, due to their
ability to drive progress at a broad regulatory level, rather than only focusing on "best-in-class".
In terms of the relationship of Ethiopia’s government with other standards, it is clear that such
standards are not stipulated by the government neither are they interested in forcing any parties (or
investors) to oblige by certain rules or agreements. Most importantly, it seems that the government aims
at attracting as much FDI as possible and as long as standards promote a certain ‘good’ image of the
Ethiopian floriculture sector, the government is not likely to intervene in any way.
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3.1.4 Tools used within certification schemes (for auditing practices)
Next to flower growers, NGOs and governmental organizations, auditing companies are a key
agent in the floriculture industry (Vos et al., 2019). In order to fully understand the certification process,
as well as provide a basis for section 3.5.2, auditing practices will be shortly discussed.
Sustainability certification schemes almost always use third-party private auditing companies
to inspect (future) certificate holders. Audits are announced ahead of time and usually take place once
a year. Farms, in this case flower farms or companies, pay for the costs of the auditing process. If after
the first audit companies have not yet complied to all the requirements, audit companies usually allow
companies to improve their practices and show their results in the 4-12 weeks subsequent to the first
audit (Vos et al., 2019). These private third-party auditing companies use different tools to collect the
data needed for the auditing process. Upon arrival of the auditors, companies should have made
documentation available, this includes personal files and salary administration of employees of the
company. Furthermore, audits include interviews with both employees (exercising different functions)
and the management team, assessments of data and records and observations made of the company’s
surroundings (Riddselius, 2011).
Different certification schemes usually use different auditing companies for assessment against
their standards (Int. 6). For example, MPS uses MPS-ECAS for both MPS-ABC and MPS-SQ while
FLOCERT, ECOCERT and SCS Global Services are auditing and certification bodies used for Fairtrade
standards (Vos et al., 2019).
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3.2 The effects of a multiplicity of certification schemes on producers, retailers and
wholesalers
3.2.1 Costs involved in the certification process
Numerous studies indicate that a multitude of standards results in increased costs of standard
compliance for producers (e.g. Gebreeyesus, 2014; Reinecke et al., 2012; Riddselius, 2011; and
Riisgaard, 2011). Gebreeyesus (2014) summarizes costs, efforts and benefits firms expect to receive as
a result of obtaining certificates from international certification schemes.
Table 3 Perceived benefits and costs of standard
compliance by firms

Table 3 shows that the largest group,
36.5% of firms, estimate the costs of
certification to be between 100,000Proportion of firms certified
250,000 Birr (approximately 3,050-7,500
National codes of practice
81.8
USD). The head of training at an Ethiopian
International private standards
36.4
certification scheme confirmed this
Costs of compliance (in Birr)
number and said that a certification costs
<50,000
28.6
around 200,000 Birr (int. 11). According
50,000-100,000
17.5
to a study by Mengistie et al. (2017),
100,000-250,000
36.5
Ethiopian
flower
farms
hold
>250,000
17.5
approximately 1-6 certificates. When
Compliance with standards result in:
taking these auditing costs into account
improved worker/employee skills
and multiplying this by the number of
71.43
certificates a flower farm usually holds (or
increased efficiency
58.44
aiming towards) the costs can run high
increased market access or customer interest 46.05
eventually. It is, however, important to
increased price per unit
24.68
note that obtaining a second (or third,
increased sales (volume)
22.08
fourth, etc.) certificate is usually less
Source: (Gebreeyesus, 2014), n=77
costly than the first one as certification
schemes often have similar requirements and equipment- and construction costs are usually only
applicable to first-time applicants. Statements of the chief financial officer (CFO) of a large floriculture
company in Ethiopia are in line with observations made by the abovementioned scholars. The
interviewee states that obtaining multiple certificates can be very costly, especially for growers
producing flowers on a smaller scale or growers that don’t focus on a “premium” product (Int. 5).
Similarly, during an interview with the general manager of a large grower- and exporter of
cuttings, the interviewee explained that he already obtained EHPEA’s silver certificate and obtaining a
GLOBALG.A.P. certificate could now be done easily in terms of requirements. However, even though
these standard schemes are very similar (see also 3.1.2), and additional market opportunities may arise
when adhering to both standard schemes, the extra costs are a limiting factor for obtaining both schemes
and currently are not perceived to outweigh potential benefits (Int. 4). When reviewing the interviews,
most of them agree that there is a high amount of costs associated with complying to different standards
(Int. 1- 7, 9, 11). The deputy director of a large certification schemes, for example, stated the following:
Percentage
(%)

[Translated] “The Netherlands play a large role in the floriculture sector and this sometimes has to do
with people setting up their own standard or just because they don't trust it [the other standards]. But,
also because of the distinctiveness, people often put their own label on the market. In the end it’s all
about distinguishing oneself. Whether it really helps? I wonder. I always think that it only costs a lot of
money [to have many different standards].” (Int. 6).
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3.2.2 A race to the bottom in flower standards?
Research looking into the question of whether a diversification of standards is more inducive
towards a so-called ‘race-to-the-top’, where competition spurs a collective raising of the bar, or towards
a so-called ‘race-to-the-bottom’, where the effect is reversed and competition instead lowers the overall
bar set on, in this case, sustainable production, has so far remained inconclusive. For example, a study
by (Riisgaard, 2009b, p. 24) on the floriculture sector noted:
“The third point I wish to discuss is whether parallelism has [also] spurred a race to the bottom
in flower standards. The answer seems to be ‘no.’”
This was a response to notions made in similar studies on coffee standards from Mutersbaugh (2005)
and Raynolds et al. (2007) where they found that a parallelism in standards in the coffee sector led to
producers only applying for the lowest standards. In these studies, when observing five major coffee
standards Raynolds et al. (2007) found that there are certainly some certification schemes that aim at
continuously improving social- and environmental sustainability, but these schemes are increasingly
challenged by those that maintain their current standard (Raynolds et al., 2007; Riisgaard, 2009b).
Similarly, while researching harmonisation trends in Fairtrade and Organic standards, Mutersbaugh
(2005) found that producers have the tendency to apply for global standards rather than national
standards and this minimizes protections put in place for a country specifically.
Despite these observations in other sectors, it does not seem to hold necessarily true in the
context of the flower industry. While Riisgaard (2009b) admits that risk management standards (see also
2.4) still dominate in the floriculture industry, and that these standards mainly focus on size (number of
producers certified) and outcome instead of principles and process rights, she also argues that
harmonization initiatives such as Fair Flowers Fair Plants (FFP) have the ability to transform risk
management standards in product differentiation standards. Product differentiation standards often
originate from multi-stakeholder initiatives and try to pressure their producers to differentiate
themselves on the basis of sustainability and communication to the consumer. For example,
GLOBALG.A.P., MPS ABC and MPS-GAP are risk management standards, while RA, ETI and MPSSQ are product differentiation standards.
According to Riisgaard (2009b), a harmonization initiative such as FFP can benchmark existing
risk management standards, which then lead to them creating higher (also more difficult) standards in
social- and environmental sustainability - indicating a race-to-the-top movement - but such initiatives
struggle to survive. After 10 years of developing a consumer label, FFP withdrew itself from the market
in 2017. The main reason for FFP’s termination being their collaboration with the wrong partner. FFP
collaborated with MPS because of their good network when it comes to growers, but lacked a good
network in the retail sector (Van Leth, 2017). According to an associate professor at Roskilde University
and expert on the cut-flower industry, FFP was set up with a lot of buy-in from MPS, which meant that
large businesses were involved. Together they aimed at doing business according to best practices and
living up to high sustainability expectations. However, it was perceived to be difficult and time
consuming to live up to these expectations.
Similar phenomena appear to be occurring in other sectors as well; multi-stakeholder initiatives
aim at incorporating trade unions, best practices and try to do operations the ‘right’ way according to
their values but struggle, while at the same time more business-driven initiatives, with seemingly
ambitious goals, seem to manage to achieve these goals. For example, there are businesses that have set
up standards that are easier to comply with than those set-up by collective groups (Int. 8). This traces
back to the theory of risk management standards and product differentiation standards, where risk
management standards are those set up by businesses and easier to obtain, while product differentiation
standards are more difficult to obtain and often set up by collective groups.
This trend of risk management standards being easier to adhere to than product differentiation
standards has been described further in a recent research by Riisgaard, Lund-Thomsen and Coe (2019)
where they discuss how there has been a change in businesses engaging with sustainability governance
in multiple different sectors. Businesses are now, more than ever, able to increase sustainable production
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methods while creating business value at the same time. However, the purpose and goal of sustainability
has been shifted from achieving social and environmental goals to enhancing brand value. The
abovementioned research investigates whether it is possible to address certain shortcomings of standard
schemes (i.e. high costs for producers, weak inclusion of smallholders, limited impact of auditing and
capacity building of producers and their employees) through multi-stakeholder initiatives while also
taking the abovementioned movement of businesses engaging with sustainability into account.
Another race-to-the-bottom risk is highlighted by Riisgaard et al. (2019) who conclude that
sustainability initiatives, in their case the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) as an example, can enable
producers to obtain sustainability certificates when otherwise they would not have been able to do so.
BCI is an independent organization developed to establish cotton as a sustainable commodity and
improve yield to positively impact the lives of smallholder farmers (IDH, 2017; Riisgaard et al., 2019).
This corresponds to industrial values of efficiency and scale, allowing businesses to include more
producers in their supply chain. But it could also lead to a dilution of civic, more radical sustainability
values, as producers would otherwise not have been verifiable as ‘sustainable’, while businesses can
still improve their brand value and increase their sale of ‘sustainable’ products. Parallels can be drawn
between the processes observed in BCI and other sectors (Int. 8), allowing comparison of the set-up and
goals of BCI with a similar organization in the flower industry. In the flower industry, the most similar
initiative is the Floriculture Sustainability Initiative (FSI). FSI will be further reviewed in 3.4 and the
comparison with other sustainability initiatives will be made in the discussion (4.1).
Finally, while a potential race-to-the-bottom in flower standards is often associated with
businesses and initiatives, the Dutch auction also plays an important part in maintaining a certain level
of sustainability and transparency:
[Translated] “We can maintain a very high standard, but we can also price ourselves out of the market.
For example, if we become too expensive, we will lose a huge market share and you shouldn't have that.
It goes without saying that we all move towards sustainability and towards high standards with everyone,
not 40% of the market, because then the 60% will benefit from it.” (Int. 3).
The results of this section neither confirm nor deny a race to the bottom in flower standards.
Similarly, scholars tend to see results in favor of both a race-to-the-bottom in terms of standard
stringency and a race-to-the-top when more stringent standards come to the fore (Lambin & Thorlakson,
2018; Montiel, Christmann, & Zink, 2016; Samerwong et al., 2017). The main reason why the research
by Riisgaard (2009b) denies a race to the bottom in flower standards as pointed out by the citation at the
top of this section, was due to FFP’s activities in the flower sector. Unfortunately, as FFP has terminated
its activities, the statement now lacks substantiation. However, FSI has followed FFP up in terms of its
harmonization goals. It is possible that FSI now has the potential to lead standards to the top and improve
production practices. This research will later on focus on FSI as a harmonization initiative to eliminate
sustainability issues along the Ethiopian supply chain.
3.2.3 Confusion among producers, retailers and wholesalers
Multiple studies recognize that the proliferation of sustainability standards has increased
confusion and uncertainty among producers (Mcdermott, Noah, & Cashore, 2008; Montiel et al., 2016;
Riddselius, 2011; Samerwong et al., 2017). While reviewing the interviews, similar results came back.
According to a senior manager market transformation having a multitude of certification schemes can
be confusing, unless producers have a clear directive from their supply chain to choose one specific
scheme over the other as otherwise it might not be clear what scheme to participate in and what the
benefits might be. If their main purchaser commands them to participate in a specific program, the
decision-making process will be more straightforward. Having said that, if their customers and other
supply chain actors are less educated and do not impose a direct mandate, the large number of options
for producers will result in more of a hindrance rather than a benefit (Int. 7). More interviewees, along
the entire supply chain, agree with the notion that the multitude of standards in the Ethiopian floriculture
sector has been an unpleasant development for the flower growers (Int 2-5, 7, 9-11). Several
interviewees mention that the overlap in content is especially confusing for producers (Int. 3, 4, 9, 10):
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[Translated] “I think it (the proliferation of certification schemes) is also a very annoying development.
There is some uncertainty among growers because the certificates cost a lot of money. But there is
certainly an overlap in terms of content, and this is experienced (by growers) as annoying as well.” (Int.
3).
Several interviewees note that the abundance of certification schemes affect retailers differently
as they are the ones that set and/or demand the standards (Int. 2-5). An interviewee gave an example
which included the retail chains of Marks & Spencers and Tesco, as both retailers own a certification
scheme themselves. However, the same interviewee said that even for these retailers, the abundance of
certification schemes is difficult in terms of decision-making and importing products (Int. 11). Some
other interviewees agree with this and point out that retailers will most likely experience some level of
confusion, with effects cascading to the level of producers (Int. 6, 11).
According to a deputy director at a large certification scheme it is easy for a retailer to demand
standards because they want to meet certain sustainability requirements, without necessarily having to
bear the burden of implementation (Int. 6). Similarly, according to a well-known rose exporter in
Ethiopia, their customers often take a risk management approach and try to minimize complicated
procedures and uncertainty. In practice, this can mean, for example, that if there are certificates that
ensure a supplier has their process in order, they will typically request such certificates.
However, the more requirements a retailer sets, the fewer producers can meet them and if there
is a multiplicity of schemes, it does not make the trade of flowers any easier, which can be a concern
for both producers and retailers. For example, retailers can ask for a specific standard that they have set
as their requirement in their sustainability framework, but then it might not match with the specificity
of the growers or the growers that supply to the wholesalers that supply the retailers. It is certainly seen
as some kind of blockage in improving sustainability in the supply chain when there are a large variety
of different standards (Int. 9).
Despite retailers having raised questions whether there are any simpler solutions to this
‘landscape of standards’, they continue inventing new initiatives to differentiate themselves from other
retailers (Int. 6). In the case of large retailers, having a direct link with producers is very important as
43% of flower exports from Ethiopia to the EU is supplied through direct sales to retailers and
supermarkets (Gebreeyesus, 2014). When asked whether the large number of standards affects the direct
sale of certified flowers, an interviewee noted that the introduction of more standards would not be a
motivator for retailers to grow their certified supply. Instead, it would be a result of a relationship with
a supplier that is already in place and happiness with the product and/or program as well. For example,
a retailer would start sourcing roses from a certain region in Ethiopia and expand that to other floral
categories and other regions through the same certification program all because of the initial relationship
with their grower in Ethiopia who was working with, for example, Rainforest Alliance or Fairtrade (Int.
7).
Wholesalers follow demand from retailer buyers, which means that wholesalers will purchase
both certified and non-certified products, but as an increasing number of retailers will ask for certified
products, wholesalers need to make sure that all of the links within their supply chain satisfy the
requirements of the standard. During an interview, the sustainability manager at a wholesaler noted that:
[translated] “As a wholesaler, you work with many different countries and you’ll have to deal with many
different standards” (Int. 1). Because of this, traceability within the supply chain is a must. Wholesalers
themselves have obtained standards, specifically developed for ornamental wholesalers, as well. An
example of such a standard is MPS-Florimark (Rikken, 2010). When reviewing the interview with the
sustainability manager at a wholesaler, the following example was given: [translated] “you have to
compare adhering to standards to getting a driver's license because some people may drive very well,
but you can still not go on the road without a license” (Int. 1). The same applies to floral products; it is
very well possible for a producer to have a sustainable product, but there is a need to show it and make
the process transparent. Even though the sustainability manager recognizes the proliferation of standards,
she has not yet recognized that producers experience this as a burden. Similarly, she admits that as a
wholesaler, having 20 different schemes or labels is not ideal as you have to delve into each and every
one, but in principle is does not really matter (Int. 1). Similar to wholesalers, transparency is for auctions
just as important. The sustainability manager at the Dutch auction recognizes the issues many producers
face with the large number of standard schemes:
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[Translated] “Our members should simply have 1 or 2 certificates and be in the right place, instead of
that whole landscape of standards where you are played off against each other by trade and where you
are sometimes obliged to carry multiple certificates just because you want to supply to multiple retailers.
On behalf of the growers it would be fantastic if there were fewer.” (Int. 2).
Even though producers face issues with the large abundance of standards, the auction, seen as a company
and digital marketplace, experiences no difficulties with it. The auction aims to increase traceability,
especially on their digital marketplace (Int. 2).
To shortly summarize the findings above; it seems that producers, retailers and wholesalers
experience some level of confusion when dealing with an abundance of certification schemes. The
confusion amongst retailers often manifests itself in them not being able to choose one certification
scheme over the other. It is likely that this will perhaps result in retailers demanding numerous schemes
from their producers. Wholesalers are required to follow along with the requirements set by retailers but
having a landscape of standards negatively influences the transparency in the supply chain. Finally,
producers have to deal with the abundance of certification schemes on another level; next to the
increased costs associated with complying to these schemes, producers need to match those schemes
demanded by retailers in order for them to have sufficient export markets.

3.3 The effects of a multiplicity of certification schemes on consumers
3.3.1 Transparency and communication of standards to consumers
The introduction (see section 1.1) introduced the term ‘business-to-business’ certification
schemes which aim to address the environmental concerns of the industry but are not marketed, thus
communicated, to the consumer. The alternative to these are certification schemes that are designed to
inform consumers about the production conditions and origin of flowers referred to as ‘consumer
labelling schemes’ (Hatch & Wells, 2012). In literature, ‘consumer labelling schemes’ are also referred
to as product differentiation standards (Riisgaard, 2011). According to a research from Hatch and Wells
in 2012, 3 consumer labelling schemes exist in the Ethiopian floriculture sector with export aimed at
European countries: FFP, the Flower Label Program (FLP) and Fairtrade. However, as discussed before
(see section 3.2.2), FFP is no longer active, which means that only two consumer labels continue to
appear on Ethiopian flowers. Since European supermarkets often sell flowers from a large range of
producers originating from different countries (CBI Market Information, n.d.), more labels than the two
mentioned above are visible to consumers. Examples of these are: On the way to Planet Proof,
EKO/Organic and Green Florist (Netwerk Bewust Verbruiken, 2016; On the way to PlanetProof, n.d.;
Wechem, 2018).
Unless bought in specialized online shops, a research on CSR information on flowers by Fliess,
Lee, Dubreuil and Agatiello (2007) argues that it is virtually impossible for consumers to trace flowers
carried by florists back to a specific producer. The researchers do acknowledge the need for flower
producers, either through producer associations or as individuals, to increase their visibility and continue
to bring about a positive image, but consumers wanting to find out more about flower products have
better chances to find accessible sources of information regarding labels, CSR or possible flower
producers through websites and electronic newsletters of civil society groups engaged in the floriculture
industry. A more recent research by Mengistie et al. (2017) shows that there are, actually, few consumers
that are aware of the meaning of certain sustainability standards; the large majority of 48 interviewed
Dutch consumers had no idea what Fairtrade certified flowers entail. One reason for this could be that
flowers are a luxury- and non-food-item.
To conclude, even though flowers are seen as a luxury- and non-food item, there is a need for
increased communication and transparency of sustainability standards towards consumers.
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3.3.2 Confusion among consumers
According to a study by Harbaugh, Maxwell, & Roussillon (2011), consumers are often unsure
what kind of standard a certain label represents: “is it a relatively easy or difficult standard?” (p. 1512).
This is especially true for environmental standards as environmental impact is nearly impossible for
consumers to observe directly and because of the large number of environmental labels set up by
different organizations. Even small amounts of uncertainty can cause consumer confusion, which
eliminates the initial value of firms using labels. The same research indicated several underlying reasons
for consumers to experience some kind of confusion: first, consumers are apprehensive in buying a
product when it has a bad reputation but still holds a label, indicating that labels are not necessarily able
to demonstrate that a product generally perceived as ‘bad’ would actually be responsibly produced. As
for the flower industry, Riddselius (2011) emphasizes that consumers (in European countries) are often
not convinced that a certain label is a guarantee for good working conditions. Second, a large abundance
of labels decreases the informational function a label has, which further increases confusion among
consumers. Harbaugh et al. (2011) point out that this was the case in the EU with their Ecolabel for
flowers. Third, when products without a label persist to coexist next to labelled products, consumers
face confusion over how to interpret the presence or absence of a label on a product. This criticism
related to labelling is, to a certain extent, true for the floriculture industry as well. According to Denney
(2002) consumers face difficulties evaluating the integrity and value of a label when multiple labels
exist alongside each other. Finally, label confusion increases when companies decide to manipulate
consumers by adopting labels strategically, as labels can be used to legitimize, or in the same way, spoil
a certain range of products (Harbaugh et al., 2011). There is no specific evidence that this final criticism
is true for the floriculture sector as flower varieties are often sold together in a bouquet.
The interviews show that stakeholders active in the floriculture sector largely agree with the
abovementioned results and that multiple consumer labels or more information on sleeves of the
bouquets do not increase any type of clarity to the consumer (Int. 1, 2, 4-7, 9). Two interviewees (Int. 2,
9) noted that consumer confusion in the floriculture is especially happening because flowers are sold in
bouquets: [translated] “So, if you mix roses from Kenya with tulips from the Netherlands, and one is
Kenya Flower Council and the other is On the Way to PlanetProof, then that naturally creates a lot of
confusion” (Int. 2). However, some interviewees also note that consumers may not even be that
interested in flower labels and that you cannot expect a consumer to distinguish, for example, MPS from
GLOBALG.A.P. (if both would have had a consumer label) (Int. 1-3). While this may be true,
interviewees also note that Fairtrade is the most recognizable label among flowers or bouquets in The
Netherlands (Int. 5). A senior manager markets transformation further elaborated on the topic and noted
that consumers need to have a chance to become familiar with a specific certification program and need
to have at least a basic understanding of what it represents. Similar to the observation made regarding
Fairtrade above, the interviewee thinks that both Rainforest Alliance and Fairtrade have an advantage
over other certification schemes because of their work in different sectors. Consumers might recognize
certain labels from food products when looking at a bouquet of flowers and, without having any specific
knowledge on the floriculture sector, know what RA, for example, represents in coffee. To this end, the
interviewee suggested that consumers might then have the following train of thought: “I like what they
represent in coffee, so I might choose this bouquet of flowers with the frog versus one without it, because
it’s a similar mindset and working method” (Int. 7). For large certification schemes, such as the two
mentioned above, this might work towards their advantage as coffee is a commodity more often
purchased - thus more recognizable by consumers - than flowers. For RA applies that their label is
visible on different types of foods:
“For us, that’s a way to create a bigger relationship with the consumer and more consumer loyalty and
brand awareness. So, if a floral grower, supplier or broker is choosing between a couple of different
certification programs, they might choose Rainforest Alliance because they see our logo on coffee,
bananas, chocolate chip cookies and realize that there’s a real potential for market penetration rather
than focusing solely on the standard and they might see that we have a lot of brand awareness and a lot
of key consumer markets for them. That might be enough of a push to choose our program over other.”
(Int. 7).
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Be that as it may, other interviewees note that in an ideal world there would not be any labels or
certificates on flower bouquet sleeves because a certain trust would exist between producers, consumers
and retailers, all products would be sustainably produced and/or are certified without the need to have a
consumer label (Int.1, 9).
Providing consumers with the right amount and kind of information through labelling proves to
be difficult; a research on forest certification concludes that the benefits of forest certification is often
not understood by consumers and that simple and appealing messages such as ‘dolphin-friendly tuna’ is
easier understood. A proliferation of standards, reflecting an abundance of certification schemes, proves
to be especially difficult as it weakens the labels’ credibility. While viewing multiple labels, the research
shows that consumers prefer labels that provide both detailed information regarding the environmental
benefits and contact information for the certification scheme (Fischer, Aguilar, Jawahar, & Sedjo, 2005).
The section above describes a difficult situation; it is one where several actors in the supply
chain would, ideally, want to have flower bouquets without any labels or certificates as a certain trust
in producers, wholesalers and retailers (i.e. supply chain actors) would be a sufficient warranty that the
bouquet holds sustainably produced flowers. However, the establishment of such a relationship between
upstream- and downstream supply chain actors appears not to exist yet. On the other hand, interviewees
and scholars emphasize that there is a need for providing consumers with the right kind of information
but that providing this information through labelling proves to be difficult. In addition, the large
abundance of certification schemes does not make the situation any easier as more information on
bouquet sleeves do not increase any type of clarity to the consumer.
3.3.3 Consumers awareness and engagement: Flowers as a non-food item
Interviews suggest that a sustainability trend in the mindset of consumers will start to happen
for flowers as well as it did to food items. This trend may not have taken off yet because there is a
difference between food-items and flowers (Int. 1, 5, 6, 9, 10). Flowers are often categorized as a luxury
item that people find less important compared to meat- and fish-products, especially when it comes to
consumer labels on product covers (Int. 5, 6, 9, 10). Nonetheless, according to an interviewee, even
within the flower supply chain consumers demand increasing norms of sustainability and transparency.
For food products this may involve labels, but for flowers it does not necessarily mean that as the product
itself is more important than the packaging (Int. 9). However, due to media pressure and NGO
campaigns surrounding the environmental and social impacts of floriculture production, consumers have
become increasingly concerned with certain agricultural practices (Hatch & Wells, 2012). To illustrate,
one interviewee mentioned that negative reports or publications can cause consumers to suddenly pay
attention to sustainability issues within a certain agricultural supply chain. The example was given of
an episode of Zembla from 2016 where it was shown that Dutch flower producers in Ethiopia made
irresponsible use of pesticides, water use and had not implemented a living wage system for their
workers. The interviewee noted that consumers are now perhaps aware of the negative impact a flower
producer can cause in Ethiopia, but that these effects on consumers are often only temporary (Int. 5). A
similar example was given in another interview about the effects of a Greenpeace campaign on consumer
behaviour (Int. 6). In this campaign Greenpeace focused on the effects of remnants of chemicals- those
often used in the floriculture industry- on the liveability of bees on such flowers:
[Translated] “… Greenpeace didn’t start talking about bees for nothing, there are means that have a
negative effect on bees, but there are obviously also things that affect bees and you’ll notice that. We
sometimes say; bees are the new whales. But also; bees are important animals and we have to be careful
with that. But one thing remains; with food products, the consumer is often a bit pickier.” (Int. 6).
Even though the effects of the campaigns may only be temporary, an interviewee noted that
some consumers do pay attention to certain sustainability attributes more than others. An example was
given of concerns about toxicity due to pesticide residue, as consumers come into contact with flowers
including children (Int. 1). Despite this observation, a study by Rikken (2010) indicates that in general
the dangers associated with cut flowers are not known by consumers; there is a lack of public awareness
simply because it is not a food product. The study also demonstrates that consumers often do not realize
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that there is a benefit in buying sustainably produced flowers, which indicates a lack of information in
this regard.
To sum up, in a situation where multiple supply chain actors aim at increasing transparency and
trust towards consumers, a different consumer-attitude than described in the section above is desired.
From these results it becomes clear that consumers are less focused on sustainability(labels) and
transparency when purchasing flowers compared to purchasing food-products. As a trusting relationship
between producers and consumers (and all of those in between) is required for sustainability labels with
limited amounts of information to function, perhaps a different attitude is needed from the consumer
side.
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3.4 The potential of harmonization initiatives
3.4.1 Common vocabulary and collaboration between certification schemes
When looking at activities undertaken by certification schemes in the floriculture industry
throughout the years, multiple sources indicate that through collaboration, benchmarking and joint
audits certification schemes move towards similar goals of increased sustainability and decreased
certification costs for producers. The theory of meta-standardization (see also 2.2) has first been
introduced by Reinecke et al. (2012) and has been further used by Samerwong et al. (2017) where they
explain how the existence of multiple standards has continued to exist throughout the years. The papers
explain that standard schemes converge in areas of core criteria and overarching principles and that
divergence between certification schemes leans on standard setters being able to maintain a certain level
of specialized attributes, which allows certification schemes to retain their own identity. In response to
the large number of standards, meta-governance arrangements have tried to set standards for standards
and provide a framework aimed at increasing the performance of those standards (Samerwong et al.,
2017). This section will further focus on how certification schemes in the flower industry in Ethiopia
converge in these areas of core criteria and whether this has- or has not- been happening in the
floriculture industry.
Collaboration between, or harmonization of, standards can be seen in many sectors, including
on several aspects the floriculture sector. One important form of collaboration mentioned is the merge
between RA and UTZ:
“UTZ and Rainforest Alliance were doing very similar work in very similar regions. So much so that
there was a high percentage of farmers and producers we worked with, that were participating in both
programs. One of the goals and benefits of the merger was to reduce the burden on producers to
complying to certification and participating in audits and the costs associated with them.” (Int. 7).
In literature, many statistics exist in which a high percentage of overlap between certification is shown:
on average 80% of the content of certification schemes is similar, meaning that 20% is left for
certification schemes to emphasize on. These statistics are true for the flower sector as well; many
standard schemes are benchmarked to and based on codes of conduct (Int. 2). In relation to the RA-UTZ
merge, RA originated from the vision to protect rainforests while UTZ aimed at increasing sustainability
at the beginning of the value chain by adapting companies’ activities (Int. 2). While these specialized
attributes remained important, in terms of distinguishing themselves in the landscape of standards, for
both of these schemes, during years of operating, an interviewee acknowledges that it will be a “huge
benefit” for producers when the new agriculture standard of RA/UTZ is launched. This new standard
replaces the current standards of RA and UTZ in 2020 and creates a significant reduction in requirements
and reporting for the farmers (Int. 7). Similar to the UTZ-RA merge, convergence of standards is
happening in the floriculture sector as well, including FSI (discussed in the next section) and On the
way to PlanetProof.
Within the flower industry, cooperation is sought at different levels. First, standard schemes
recognize that joint audits are beneficial for growers and several standard schemes can be audited
together. For example, MPS and On the way to PlanetProof can be audited at the same time and MPSABC and GLOBALG.A.P. as well. Second, MPS and GLOBALG.A.P. have already collaborated in
terms of their MPS-GAP standard and their joint audits, but there might be place for more cooperation
when GLOBALG.A.P. is not able to meet FSI’s increased mandatory environmental registration; MPS’
environmental registration would count as an intel inside for GLOBALG.A.P.: [translated]“… laptops
look different from the outside but the intel inside is the same” (Int. 2). GLOBALG.A.P. would then
lease the registration module from MPS (Int. 2).
In terms of common vocabulary, interviewees agree (Int. 1- 11) that all certification schemes
active in the Ethiopian floriculture industry have some type of overlap in terms of their content, but do
not necessarily agree whether this overlap is a bad- or a good thing. Two interviewees mentioned that
certification schemes usually focus on certain key themes, such as forced labour, child labour and
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deforestation (Int. 7, 10), with one interviewee adding that a key differentiator might be how different
certification programs measure and collect data:
“Multiple schemes will agree that child labour, forced labour and deforestation are issues, their
approach to remediation could vary greatly or data collection and assessment could vary greatly… the
differentiation is pretty significant with monitoring, assessment and what could be considered when a
farm is in compliance or out of compliance” (Int. 7).
While agreeing on the notion that there is, content-wise, an overlap between certification schemes, an
interviewee mentioned that the requirements are those that differ between the schemes. For example,
EHPEA has mandatory requirements, which means that producers are obligated to adhere to a certain
part of the scheme. However, EHPEA also has minor requirements, which gives producers a certain
amount of freedom. Another example is that of MPS and GLOBALG.A.P., as MPS puts emphasis on
listed chemicals used in the flower farms, which is called the MPS blacklist and GLOBALG.A.P. puts
emphasis on the maximum number of residues that remains on flower products (Int. 11).
Thus, while certification schemes continuously aim at distinguishing themselves in terms of
monitoring and assessment, they also recognize that collaboration might benefit the flower growers
more. The section above indicates that certification schemes can converge, perhaps unknowingly, in
terms of common vocabulary, but also in terms of mergers, joint audits and benchmarking.
3.4.2 Shared certification platforms: The Floriculture Sustainability Initiative
The Floriculture Sustainability Initiative (FSI) is a key initiative when looking at collaboration,
harmonization and convergence in the floriculture industry. FSI is a relatively new platform that can be
seen as a system or project for meta-governance of sustainability standards as their main aim is to create
more coherence across certification schemes (Lambin & Thorlakson, 2018; The Sustainable Trade
Initiative (IDH), 2016). Within other industries, meta-governance projects have tended to follow two
main pathways to address fragmentation among a large number of sustainability standards. In the first
pathway, meta-governance projects aim their efforts at imposing common priorities and goals on
existing- or a subgroup of existing- standard schemes to improve overall coherence among standards
related to their content, and they aim to reduce differences between the goals these standard setters
pursue. This first pathway leads to a common standard, which can either be progressively adopted by
standard organizations or it can be used as a reference point in revisions of already existing standards
and the development of new standards. The second pathway focuses on harmonization efforts with
respect to standard setting and certification in order to enhance the capacity of individual standards
initiatives to implement certification schemes. This will then lead to a convergence around benchmarks
and a focus on best practices with regards to capacity building, branding and tracking certified products
along the supply chain (Derkx & Glasbergen, 2014; Lambin & Thorlakson, 2018). FSI can be compared
to the second pathway and even though FSI may have deviated from the second pathway a little, there
are certainly similarities to be seen. By comparing FSI to a meta-governance project, comparisons with
other meta-governance projects can be drawn, which will better indicate whether FSI has any potential
to increase overall effectiveness of having certification schemes as main governance tool in Ethiopia for
actors in the flower supply chain. The next sections will describe these similarities as well as FSI’s
realization.
FSI focuses on creating a shared vision of sustainability, where the fragmentation of standards
is reduced and where sustainability challenges are tackled on a sector level. It is a market driven initiative
that was founded in 2012 by 25 stakeholders, who come from different parts of the supply chain, such
as traders, retailers and civil society organizations. FSI aims to bring stakeholders of the international
flower supply chain together in order for them to collaborate and improve practices- and strive towards
the sustainable production and trade of flowers and plants. There are four key topics that FSI mainly
focuses on: agrochemicals use, working conditions, climate and transparency. FSI members, with
funding and technical assistance from IDH, implement projects on these four topics. Afterwards, the
results of the projects are shared among FSI members with hopes of large-scale implementation.
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Next to these projects, FSI launched the ‘basket of standards’, which can be compared to an
equivalency tool for producers as standards are currently benchmarked against requirements in two areas:
social and environmental. Standards in the social scope are benchmarked against the Global Social
Compliance Program (GSCP)/ Sustainable Supply Chain Initiative (SSCI) criteria and the
environmental scope is benchmarked against GLOBALG.A.P.’s criteria (Floriculture Sustainability
Initiative (FSI), n.d.; International Association of Horticultural Producers (AIPH), n.d.; The Sustainable
Trade Initiative (IDH), 2016; Int. 9). A
summary of FSI’s current activities and
objectives can be found in figure 4. As of
January 2021, a third category will be included
in the basket; the previous ‘environmental’
scope will be renamed to ‘good agricultural
practices’ as the standards in this scope are
already benchmarked to GLOBALG.A.P’s
criteria and the new scope is named
‘environmental’. The updated basket of
standards puts emphasis on reliable data and
record keeping. Therefore, standard setters that
want their standard scheme to appear in the new
environmental scope of FSI’s basket need their
flower growers to adhere to the following three
market demands: i) standardized record keeping
on key inputs, ii) assurance of quality
Figure 4 FSI aims at uniting sector front-runners in the
performance
of audits and standards, iii)
supply chain with the ambition to obtain 90%
transparency and the comparison of
sustainable flowers and plants by 2020 (The
performance over time and space (Floriculture
Sustainable Trade Initiative (IDH), 2016)
Sustainability Initiative (FSI), 2019). There are
currently 15 voluntary sustainability standard schemes in the basket of standards (Floriculture
Sustainability Initiative, n.d.). For a standard scheme to be visible in the basket “is a huge
recommendation now in the industry” (Int. 9), it is thus likely that more standard setters will want to
appear in the different categories. However, for a standard to be put in the basket can take some time
and money as they, together with benchmarking facilities, need to make sure they are benchmarked
against the right criteria (if they are not benchmarked against them already) (Int. 9).
Based on the earlier mentioned meta-governance project and its two pathways, as described by
Derkx and Glasbergen (2014) and Lambinand Thorlakson (2018), FSI’s objectives and activities fit the
description of the second pathway to a certain extent. FSI’s basket of standards can be seen as a
harmonization attempt (Int. 9) as the projects surrounding 4 key themes reflect a meta-governance
project’s focus on capacity building. The renewed basket of standards, with its increased criteria on
transparency and tracking flower products along the supply chain, fit the description as well. However,
as a result of FFP’s demise, FSI’s focus on branding is limited. When discussing branding and FFP and
FSI’s effect on consumers, an interviewee pointed out that FSI’s objective is not to have a consumer
label as they believe that when the sector is almost fully sustainable, the consumer is confident that 90%
of the flowers they buy is traded and produced sustainably. Likewise, FSI’s members, whether they are
a wholesaler, producer or retailer, want to communicate their good practices and their intention is not
necessarily to show this to consumers through a label like FFP aimed at doing, but to show this by, for
example, sharing results of projects online (Int. 9). When asked whether an initiative such as FSI is
necessary to reach a sustainable and harmonized sector for all actors involved, the interviewee responded
as followed:
“FSI is not something that has been set up in just a day, it came after some trial and error. It is the
sector that has really decided that they needed an entity where they could work pre-competitively
towards a more sustainable sector. To have some kind of neutral entity to make this possible and to set
a vision and an agenda on sustainability for the whole sector. FSI started because there was a need for
the sector to work together in a neutral way.” (Int. 9).
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Furthermore, when reviewing other interviews, interviewees appear to be positive with respect
to FSI’s objectives and activities (Int. 1-3, 5-8, 10, 11). Interviewees note that FSI is especially helpful
with respect to 1) creating awareness of sustainability issues (Int. 1, 2, 6); 2) involving and connecting
multiple actors in the sector (Int. 1, 2, 5, 6, 10); 3) giving an indication what sustainability actually
means for the sector (Int. 2, 5); 3) filling the gap the Ethiopian regulatory or governmental bodies have
unintentionally created by not pursuing a regulatory regime (Int. 10); 4), and harmonizing different
certification schemes and creating uniformity (Int. 2, 3, 5, 7, 10, 11) . In general, interviewees agree that
FSI plays an important part in increasing sustainability in the sector in general (Int. 1-3, 5, 6, 10, 11).
However, multiple interviewees indicate that there are also several things FSI needs to improve
to further realize sustainability and reach their goal of 90% sustainability traded flowers and plants in
2020 in the international floriculture industry. One interviewee discussed the following:
[Translated] “FSI has invested heavily in certificates and we also know that many major problems in
the sector are not solved with certification. Just think of complex social problems such as living wages
and working conditions and that cannot be solved with a check mark or a rule. You need much more
international cooperation with local governments and NGOs for that.” (Int. 2).
Furthermore, the interviewee argued that the objective of increased certification is easy to measure, but
that it is important to take major risks in international chains into account as well. These risks include,
for example, water issues, women's rights, living wage and biodiversity.
Next to implementing projects, these complex themes need to be further treated by encouraging
growers to apply for certification, further harmonize certification schemes, provide more direction for
sustainability issues, bring more retailers on board and increase collaboration with parties in general (Int.
2). This collaboration can be enabled by FSI as another interviewee discussed that FSI can contribute
more by supporting the Ethiopian government through enabling training, expand current activities to
increase impact and by further lobbying with the government for improved sector regulations (Int. 10).
Additionally, the same two interviewees discuss pesticide use within FSI’s activities. One interviewee
discusses that it is important for FSI to take a firm position regarding the legally permitted amount of
pesticide use as excluding farmers from using certain pesticides puts a lot of strain on the sector while
it remains unclear what the extent of harm is these pesticides have on the environment (Int. 2). Pesticide
use and education on the maximum residue level (MRL) on flowers should, according an interviewee,
be an important component for FSI to focus on as well as education of pesticide use in the floriculture
sector to consumers (Int. 10). Another interviewee agreed with the notion that FSI should possibly pay
more attention to the market side of the sector (Int. 11). The final note of constructive criticism included
the current loss of different levels of sustainability; an interviewee noted that FSI does not necessarily
need to address what certification schemes score higher- or lower on a certain scale of sustainability,
but they do need to indicate to what extent certification schemes correspond to one another. The
interviewee noted that, for example, [translated] “if you are looking for at least an MPS-A label and if
you want to trade that under EHPEA, it corresponds to EHPEA gold” (Int. 5). This also means that if a
grower would have a bronze EHPEA label, the grower would not be able to trade it under MPS-A. These
levels create incentive for growers to grow to a higher level and it is also a justification for more
investment (Int. 5).
To conclude, even though there are several critiques (i.e. increased governmental support, a
revision of FSI’s point of view on pesticide use and increased level of attention towards consumers) that
need to be taken into account by FSI to further improve, FSI’s aims to to bring stakeholders of the
international flower supply chain together in order for them to collaborate and improve practices- and
strive towards a sustainable production and trade of flowers and plants sound promising. The results in
this section suggest that FSI would be able to alleviate confusion issues among all supply chain actors
and reduce certification costs as successful benchmarking would result in less schemes being demanded
by retailers.
3.4.3 Historic trends to indicate a potential convergence of certification schemes
When evaluating the potential of harmonization initiatives, in particular FSI, it is useful to
review the constant development of these initiatives during the last decades within the landscape of
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sustainability standards, as this is shaping the future of standards and their effectiveness and relevance
in achieving sustainable development objectives (Lamolle, de Leicht, Taimasova, & Russillo, 2019).
According to an associate professor at Roskilde University and expert on the cut-flower industry,
sustainability certification schemes have been harmonizing in time limited ways. For example, from
1990 onward, first generation standards were referred to as relatively ‘weak’ standards by the
interviewee, as they mainly consisted of codes of conduct from certain companies. After the firstgeneration standards, there was a movement towards harmonization of ILO guidelines and labour
standards. Even later, in the early 2000’s, there was a third movement towards multi-stakeholder
initiatives and stakeholder inclusion (Int. 8):
“ … in the 2000s, or in the first 15 years of the 2000s, we have had a movement towards multistakeholder initiatives and to have everyone on board with the whole idea that everyone needs to agree
and we can do best practices and follow ISEAL guidelines on how to make standards.” (Int. 8)
The most used example by scholars in this case is the International Social and Environmental
Accreditation and Labelling (ISEAL) alliance. ISEAL was established in 2002 by stakeholder groups
that occupy different positions in commodity value chains. Many scholars refer to ISEAL as the main
meta-governance organization of agricultural sustainability standards (Derkx & Glasbergen, 2014;
Lambin & Thorlakson, 2018). ISEAL aimed at both promoting the credibility of sustainability standards
and at containing the large number of existing standards by benchmarking against best practices and
promoting procedures in standard development (Samerwong et al., 2017). ISEAL has also been used by
Reinecke et al. (2012) as an example to discuss the adoption of industry-level codes of practice as well
as the emergence of common vocabulary and the creation of shared certification platforms (discussed
in 3.1.2 and 3.4.1) as a way to assess standard convergence. However, these different ways or indicators
of harmonization may already be in the past as in the last five years there has been a movement, or a
response rather, from business dominated initiatives to capture issues such as traceability. This gives
businesses more control and knowledge of the value chain, especially that of the production level, which
often they did not have before (Int. 8).
A recent publication by Lamolle et al. (2019) also discussed that this new wave, or generation,
of sustainability standards is now entering a phase of maturity, interoperability and consolidation.
Similar to the abovementioned interview, Lamolle et al. (2019) explain that industrial platforms have
thrived by addressing two main goals: contribute to transparency and achieve sustainability goals along
the entire value chain. These initiatives often use benchmarking, mutual recognition initiatives and
technological tools for attaining these goals. Furthermore, the publication discusses the ‘landscapes
approach’ that is characteristic for the evolution of sustainability schemes. The landscapes approach
takes a more holistic vision on commodity production, beyond single value chains, to reconcile the use
of environmental resources with sustainability. An example of a commodity-specific initiative that has
started piloting elements of landscape approach, rather than only site-specific approaches, is that of the
BCI, where they try to establish the resources available (i.e. water) and needed for the production of
cotton (Lamolle et al., 2019; State of Sustainability Initiatives (SSI), 2016). Similar to the BCI, FSI is
building aspects of a landscape approach in its projects. For example, as part of one of FSI’s impact
projects, EHPEA promotes and supports the implementation of wastewater management systems at 15
member farms as well as build local capacity towards adopting environmentally friendly production
methods in the region (Le Grand, 2017). Another example is FSI’s living wage project, in which a living
wage analysis and benchmarking is done throughout East Africa (The Sustainable Trade Initiative (IDH),
n.d.).
Another aspect of the new generation is the involvement of governments, especially those in
developing countries. Governments are looking at how various actors of the value chain can work
together using sustainability standards. Because of this, governments are either cooperating with
sustainability schemes or are even taking the stage in the development of such schemes to advance the
positioning of their products in the international market as well as pursuing their development agenda
(Lamolle et al., 2019). This governmental involvement is visible in the floriculture sector in Ethiopia as
well; according to an interviewee, local governments and several ministries have been involved in the
setting up of EHPEA. Because of this, the bronze level of EHPEA’s standard is accepted by the
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government as basic requirement in terms of labor, welfare, hygiene, chemicals and resources on the
farm (Int. 11).
From the literature- and interview review above it is clear that sustainability standards and
initiatives are expected to continue to advance as the need for collaborative approaches and shared
responsibility increases (Lamolle et al., 2019). In case of FSI, it may not be a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer
as to whether FSI will remain part of the second wave of harmonization, or whether it is already part of
the third generation of harmonization of sustainability standards. It seems that FSI has an operational
structure that is similar to both a second and third ‘wave’ initiative (i.e. FSI constitutes of a multistakeholder platform as well as a platform where industrial businesses are involved), but its goal of
transparency, increased number of certified growers and definition of minimum sustainability goals
corresponds to that of the third wave (Int. 8).
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3.5 Competition between- and amongst certification schemes
3.5.1 Roles of downstream and horizontal partners suggesting potential increased competition
The previous section reviewed how standard schemes harmonize in terms of benchmarking,
common vocabulary and sustainability initiatives. To assess the effectiveness of having sustainability
standards as a policy tool in Ethiopia, it is also important to review if, and how certification schemes
diverge and what that would mean for their effectiveness as a governing mechanism. Smith and
Fischlein (2010) confirm this and discuss that it is important to explore how competition shapes the
composition of a large number of certification schemes as this might influence the effectiveness of this
way of governing an industry. Furthermore, similar to statements of Smith and Fischlein (2010), the
previous sections showed that it is difficult to compete on the content of a standard. Rather, the
composition of actors characterize success in competition as well as the resources used by different
certification schemes for continued survival and success (Samerwong et al., 2017; Smith & Fischlein,
2010).
When discussing differentiation among certification schemes in the Ethiopian value chain, the
opinions from interviewees on whether certification schemes actually put effort in differentiating
themselves from other schemes and whether this would increase effectiveness of the certification
scheme were divided. For example, one interviewee was not sure whether differentiation or competition
between certification schemes can be seen as positive with respect to tackling sustainability issues as
there is a possibility more certification schemes will come to the fore. These certification schemes will
need to deliver a sustainable product while also remaining economically sufficient. This combination is
perceived to be quite difficult by the interviewee (Int. 1). On the other hand, some interviewees note
that some type of differentiation is needed to uphold the necessary competition between certification
schemes (Int. 3, 5, 7, 9). For example, one interviewee agreed with the notion that there is content-wise
an overlap between standard and explained why competition between certification is necessary with the
following statement:
“That being said, the overlap is not a bad thing, because you need competition between standards to
have them improve and innovate. The overlap is not a bad thing, the competition between standards is
not a bad thing itself when you look at the problem from a purely sustainability point of view.” (Int. 9).
On the other hand, increased differentiation on topics such as transparency and different
producer requirements could be more problematic (Int. 9). Another interviewee points out that
downstream partners, such as Aldi and British supermarkets M&S and Tesco, are increasingly building
their own scheme that are often not benchmarked to, for example, GLOBALG.A.P. standards as they
increasingly aim at distinguishing themselves from already existing certification schemes. In terms of
the way of practice, the interviewee points out that benchmarked standards are better as there are costs
for producers to every standard (Int. 11). When asked whether certification schemes are pursuing
harmonization or differentiation, an interviewee responded with the following statement: “I would say
that certification schemes are doing everything they can to differentiate themselves” (Int. 7). The
interviewee added to this that it is not uncommon for a retailer to make a public sustainability-related
commitment (e.g. ‘all of our coffee sustainably sourced by 2025’), which then in practice translates to
the proportion of Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance or Organic certified products. Supermarkets are saying
that those certification programs are their definition of sustainable and they are willing to source from
any of them. From a business standpoint that is very intelligent because they are not limiting themselves
to where they can source from, which means that there is no risk of supply and demand issues. Retailers
are choosing globally recognized and reputable certification partners and industry leaders. From the
standpoint of a certification scheme it is important to work together with these retailers to convince them
why a bigger part of their sourcing basket should be Rainforest Alliance versus Fairtrade for example.
Thus, certification schemes are definitely aware of the competition and realize that part of their
responsibility is to differentiate themselves in any way possible (Int. 7).
Thus, information from both literature and interviews shows that there are at least two types of
interaction between certification schemes in the Ethiopian floriculture sector, these can be labelled as i)
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harmonization, collaboration or coordination; and ii) competing or antagonism. However, most of all,
interviewees experience a combination of both harmonization and competition between certification
schemes in Ethiopia (Int. 2, 4, 6, 7, 9, 11).
3.5.2 Case example: Competition between auditing companies
According to multiple scholars, not only certification schemes find themselves in competition
with other assessment mechanisms existing in parallel; auditing companies experience this as well. Vos
et al. (2019) describe how competition between audit companies result in these companies becoming
more permissive. As a consequence, auditing companies rather apply less stringent methods of
measuring environmental and social regulations as certification schemes are less likely to contract
auditing companies when they, themselves, face a declining number of companies actually obtaining a
certain certificate. Besides the setting of standards themselves, the competition between auditing
companies can be seen as a potential race to the bottom (Vos et al., 2019). For example, in the forest
sector, changes in forest management (as required by the audit companies) in order for a company to
obtain a certificate is needed in the form of documentation and reporting practices instead of actual
changes required on ground. Furthermore, field audits by private companies face multiple challenges,
such as maintaining integrity, susceptibility to fraud and multiple interpretations of criteria among
auditors. Because of this, auditing is less effective than initially expected (Lamolle et al., 2019; Vos et
al., 2019). An interviewee active in the Ethiopian floriculture industry recognizes this as well and stated
that auditors in Ethiopia are sometimes viewed as corrupted as they will give the certificate of, for
example, MPS, ETI or GLOBALG.A.P. without having good knowledge concerning the requirements
of the concerned scheme (Int. 10). It is difficult to conclude that a race to the bottom between auditing
companies in the Ethiopian floriculture exist on the basis of this section and the interview above.
Nevertheless, it is possible to conclude that there is a need for more resource intensive (and often costly)
monitoring procedures to avoid and prevent any integrity challenges. As an example, Riisgaard (2009b)
discusses that participatory interview techniques and participation of local stakeholders is desired when
auditing standards that are focused on product differentiation.
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4. Discussion, conclusions and recommendations
4.1 Discussion of the results
This research set out to gain insights into the effectiveness of having a multitude of standards as a policy
tool in the Ethiopian floriculture industry, as well as to determine how this can tackle certain
sustainability issues in the flower supply chain. It aimed to answer the following research question: “To
what extent and how can a multiplicity of certification schemes in the Ethiopian floriculture industry
become an effective governance tool that ensures that current and future sustainability issues in the
Ethiopian flower industry (with the EU as its main export destination) are tackled throughout the supply
chain?" through the following five sub-questions:
1. Which actors, covering what social- and environmental issues and using what tools, are
responsible for the establishment of the abundance of sustainability standards existing in the
Ethiopian flower industry?
2. In what ways does a multiplicity of standards in the flower industry affect Ethiopian flower
producers, retailers and traders?
3. In what ways has the multiplicity of private sustainability standards, with or without commodity
labelling, affected overall transparency and communication given safety, production processes
and quality attributes to consumers?
4. Do standard harmonization initiatives have the potential to increase compatibility with
standards for producers, transparency to consumers and overall effectiveness of standards as
main governing instrument in the Ethiopian-EU flower supply chain?
5. How and to what extent can a competition between certification schemes contribute to a more
sustainable and effective policy tool to govern the Ethiopian-EU flower supply chain?
To answer these questions, results of this study are matched to the indicators established in the
theoretical framework: inclusiveness, individual/collective participation, system operation/goal
orientation, stringency of standards, internal governance, and transparency.
Questions 1-3 are addressed in 4.1.1 in a discussion on the effectiveness of the current situation.
Questions 4 and 5 are jointly addressed in two separate sections: 4.1.2 discusses the potential of a trend
towards more harmonization or more competition, followed by a discussion on the effectiveness of
either the floriculture sector working towards increased harmonization or increased competition in 4.1.3.
In the latter section, comparisons are made with other sectors. From this discussion, overarching
conclusions have been drawn to answer the main research question in 4.2.
4.1.1 An everchanging landscape of standards
Which actors, covering what social- and environmental issues and using what tools, are responsible
for the establishment of the abundance of sustainability standards existing in the Ethiopian flower
industry?
The results show that there appears to be a clear division of actors responsible for the
establishment of standards in the Ethiopian-EU flower supply chain, especially in terms of their
organizational structure. The Northern Sectoral standards discussed in this research both have a different
historic background; MPS was set up by Dutch growers that formed a coalition in response to friction
surrounding pesticide use and GLOBALG.A.P. was initiated by British retailers. MPS is now mostly
business driven while GLOGBALG.A.P. can be described as a not-for-profit organization. Furthermore,
MPS is best known for its use of an environmental management system rather than a code based on
fixed criteria while the GLOBALG.A.P. standard encompasses lists of certain control points and
compliance criteria. The Southern Sectoral standard discussed in this research, EHPEA, has been set up
by Ethiopian growers. This association of growers has developed its own code of practice focusing on
the social and environmental performances of the Ethiopian horticulture export sector. The Ethiopian
government has also been involved in EHPEA’s set up due to its boosting effects on the economy. In
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this regard, it is important to note that, even though this research aimed at providing reliable and
consistent data, no governmental actors were interviewed. However, reflecting the findings of other
research, the involvement of the Ethiopian government in EHPEA is likely a result of their policies
aimed at attracting FDI (Gebreeyesus & Sonobe, 2012; Gobie, 2019; Hatch & Wells, 2012; Mengistie
et al., 2017). Lastly, as their name already suggests, the multi-stakeholder initiatives, ETI, RA and
Fairtrade, have been set up by a combination of trade unions, workers’ right organizations and aid
agencies.
While at the start of the research these actors responsible for the landscape, or proliferation, of
standards seemed to be existing in parallel, without much communication, collaboration or joint efforts,
nothing could be further from the truth. The certification schemes in this landscape appear to have
formed bonds with other schemes, have evolved in different ways over time, and each of them affecting
the supply chain actors differently. Similarly, Ponte, Gibbon and Vestergaard (2011) conclude that
governing through standards is characterized by a continuously growing range of public and private
actors. Next to the ‘usual’ involvement of businesses, NGOs and governments, the landscape now also
involves expert groups and epistemic communities. All of these actors are part of a complex ‘spaghetti
bowl’, taking action on the provision of global public goods. Ultimately, when considering the
effectiveness of standards as a governing tool, it is important to recognize this as the many interactions
between these actors influence the effectiveness of having standards as a policy tool. This is because
standard setting arises from the voluntary involvement of private actors, consensus-making and the
cooperation of public and private sectors (Ponte et al., 2011).
In what ways does a multiplicity of standards in the flower industry affect Ethiopian flower producers,
retailers and traders?
Now that the many actors responsible for the establishment of the landscape of standards have
been described it is important to further discuss the interactions between these actors, the multiplicity
of standards, and their effects on supply chain actors. Research by Ponte and Riisgaard (2011) suggests
that patterns of competition are those that characterize the flower standards present in the EU market,
but that there is an ongoing trend towards harmonization and modularization. When comparing these
statements with the results from this research, there are definitely some similarities to be seen. However,
these harmonization trends indicated by Ponte and Riisgaard (2011) do not correctly describe the current
situation (anymore), rather, this research suggests that a harmonization movement is ongoing. The
following section will substantiate these statements and further discuss the current situation.
First, benchmarking of standards suggests harmonization. The actors responsible for the
establishment of standard schemes seem dispersed at first glance. For example, certification schemes
such as RA or Fairtrade have fully maintained and evolved their own certifications schemes. But, at the
same time, GLOBAL.G.A.P. has recognized other certification schemes via benchmarking. In particular,
MPS-GAP and EHPEA’s silver level are now fully benchmarked to GLOBALG.A.P.. Together with
other flower certification schemes benchmarked to GLOBALG.A.P., those not necessarily applicable to
this research such as Florverde and BOPP, this benchmarking creates a clustering effect surrounding
GLOBALG.A.P.’s criteria points. As a result, the social and environmental issues covered by these
different certification schemes overlap a significant amount, even if the schemes are not benchmarked
to one another. For example, five out of six (excluding ETI) certification schemes cover chemicals/
natural organic inputs, waste-, energy- and water management. Generally, multiple schemes will agree
that issues such as child labour, forced labour, deforestation, biodiversity loss and chemical inputs need
to be included.
Second, while the overlap in content (due to benchmarking or simply because some themes need
to be addressed) is difficult to overlook and suggests harmonization, it is important not to neglect the
competition between certification schemes as most of them remain models to generate revenue.
Interviews suggest that there are still some main differentiations between these schemes. For example,
the monitoring and assessment and activities undertaken when a farm is in compliance or out of
compliance with certain criteria points.
Third, based on the results of this study it is unclear whether occurrence of competition is
leading to a so-called ‘race-to-the-top’ or a ‘race-to-the-bottom’. An interviewee discussed that both the
current overlap and differentiation between schemes can promote a race-to-the-top when taking a
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sustainability point of view. However, the opposite is true when a race-to-the-bottom occurs as a result
of less stringent standards. The results of this study are inconclusive on this point. On the one hand,
while a movement can be seen where there is increased business uptake of sustainability agendas, the
purpose and goal of sustainability risks to be shifted from achieving social and environmental goals to
enhancing brand value. For example, Riisgaard et al. (2019) analysed the BCI where they found out that
it is difficult to develop such an approach in the cotton industry as market and industrial values tend to
dominate the sector despite following best practices. This would then suggest a race-to-the-bottom as
this corresponds to industrial values of efficiency and scale; more producers will get certified when
otherwise they would not have been able to do so. On the other hand, however, such cooperative
approaches try to address sustainability issues in global value chains in a holistic way and therefore have
potential to enable a race-to-the-top. Both scenarios and based on the results available are at this stage
equally viable. To illustrate, the most comparable initiative to the BCI in the floriculture industry is FSI.
Both initiatives press for more sustainable global production in their individual sectors, communicate
with members through a member platform and have similar funding partners and board members. In
this example, IDH has been (co-) responsible for the set-up of both initiatives which is reflected in the
composition of the board members (Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), n.d.-a; Floriculture Sustainability
Initiative (FSI), n.d.), Nonetheless, their action plan on mainstreaming sustainability is quite different,
with the main difference being that BCI pursues sustainability through their own standard; the Better
Cotton Standard System (Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), n.d.-b), while FSI pursues this through
improving the comparability of already existing standards in the floriculture industry. As such, there is
no reason to assume that FSI will also result in industrial values of efficiency and scale, thus less
stringent standards and a race-to-the-bottom nor is there any concurrent evidence to assume the reverse.
Finally, the results indicate that more than 80% of interviewees agree that producers bear the
costs of the multiplicity of certification schemes; adhering to an additional certification scheme costs
extra money and Ethiopian producers are often not willing to pay for the extra costs, even though an
additional certificate may mean increased export opportunities.
In what ways has the multiplicity of private sustainability standards, with or without commodity
labelling, affected overall transparency and communication given safety, production processes and
quality attributes to consumers?
The results indicate that the multitude of certification schemes in the floriculture sector can
cause confusion and may increase indecisiveness in decision-making procedures, such as requiring a
certain standard over the other, and that producers and consumers are still negatively affected by the
large abundance of certification schemes in the floriculture industry.
For consumer experience particularly, the results indicate an increased amount of confusion
when seeing multiple different labels on the sleeves of flower bouquets. Du Roy (2014) adds that it is
impossible for a consumer to differentiate between sustainably grown flowers and flowers grown under
less sustainable circumstances when there is an absence of labelling, communication and transparency.
However, the question remains whether consumers are even interested in these labels as flowers are
seen as a non-food- and luxury item. Nevertheless, the results indicate that it is likely that a sustainability
trend for flower products will start to happen as well as it did to food items and when that happens,
information regarding a flower’s production process needs to be readily available. In the case of retailers
and traders, the results indicate that there is no reason to believe that these actors experience as many
disadvantages as producers.
4.1.2 A move towards increased harmonization and/or competition
The results show that within the floriculture sector there exists both competition and
collaboration, with a more pronounced move towards increased harmonization. Such co-existence of
two seemingly contracting trends has been confirmed by Samerwong et al. (2017) as being possible both
directly and indirectly. This combination enables actors in these schemes to discover pathways for
improvement for various differentiated standards. Having said this, there are several indicators that
indicate that there is a more pronounced move towards increased harmonization.
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First, FSI indicates a move towards increased harmonization, especially since many actors in
the floriculture supply chain are involved (a collective participation) in this initiative or have heard of it
at the least. Most of the interviewees could even pinpoint the exact moment of their involvement with
FSI; be it that their organisation or company were involved with FSI from the beginning or that they
joined the initiative later. FSI’s collaborative efforts make use of collective expertise by implementing
field projects, measuring and monitoring the percentage of sustainably traded flowers and plants to
increase transparency along the supply chain and sharing best practices along the supply chain. On the
other hand, FSI’s goals are close to the goals of a meta-governance arrangement in the seafood sector
which were shown to not necessarily incite less competition (Samerwong et al., 2017). This could
therefore mean that FSI is not necessarily aiming for less competition, and a move towards increased
harmonization only cannot be immediately concluded. For instance, the previously mentioned metagovernance arrangement in the seafood sector aims at reducing duplication and increasing comparability
between certification schemes by creating both competition and harmonization among these schemes.
Then again, it is difficult to compare these meta-governance arrangements only on the basis of their
goals. Therefore, it is recommended that future research should look into comparing such metagovernance arrange across different sectors as interesting results will likely come forth. More
recommendations for future research will be discussed in 4.3.
Second, the merger of RA-UTZ can be seen as an indicator of harmonization as well. While the
scope of their new standard includes cut flowers, this merger may not particularly affect the Ethiopian
floriculture sector that much as RA is not a certificate of frequent occurrence among Ethiopian flower
growers. Nevertheless, this merger indicates a movement towards harmonization which affects the
future of certificates that are present in the Ethiopian flower sector. According to the interviews, the
RA-UTZ merger is representative for the flower sector as convergence in the flower sector is now
happening as well. The RA-UTZ merger is quite unique in the sense that, when referring to the study
by Reinecke et al. (2012), the specialized attributes of certification schemes (i.e. RA originated from
protecting rainforests and UTZ from changing farmers’ activities on ground) are those that are supposed
to maintain the landscape of standards. Arguably, the study by Reinecke et al., (2012) was published
almost 10 years ago and the landscape of standards is now different from then. This research shows that
the rapid growth of certification schemes in the Ethiopian floriculture sector occurred since the last
decade of the 20th century. Similarly, Lamolle et al. (2019) discuss that the rapid growth mainly took
place between 1990-2010 and that the landscape changed significantly. These schemes have now
become key drivers for overall sustainable development and not only to address governments’ and
companies’ previous lack of interest in sustainability issues (e.g. certification schemes have taken the
Sustainable Development Goals into account, reflecting collective efforts in achieving sustainable
development). While there are still standards and certification schemes being developed to this day, it
is possible to conclude that there is a less significant increase in schemes since 2010. Besides, the results
show that since then, meta-governance arrangements have come forth to address the abundance in
standards across multiple sectors. Furthermore, linking back to the RA-UTZ merger, an interviewee
compares the merger with collaborations between On the way to Planetproof and MPS and, naturally,
FSI was discussed here as well (Int. 2). Furthermore, another interviewee discusses that the coffee sector
is often seen as a precursor for other industries where certification schemes only became relevant during
later years (Int. 8). It is likely, then, that the floriculture sector will, in terms of the certification
movement, follow the coffee sector towards more harmonization.
Third, as already mentioned in the previous section, benchmarking is now a common
phenomenon among certification schemes in the floriculture sector and indicates a move towards a
common goal. Besides, benchmarking is often seen as a widely accepted basis for sustainable flower
production as it leads to less fragmentation between schemes. Finally, the joint audits of, for example,
MPS and GLOBALG.A.P. can also be seen as an indicator for increased harmonization. On the other
hand, auditing companies experience competition with other auditing companies, which indicates
competition in the flower industry. Subsequently, it is important to note that the results show that some
type of competition between certification schemes is necessary for them to improve and innovate.
From the indicators above, it becomes clear that harmonization is occurring in the floriculture
industry and that Ethiopia is certainly part of this new wave, or generation, of sustainability standards
that are entering a phase of maturity, interoperability and consolidation. However, it is important to note
that most interviewees agree that complete harmonization in the floriculture industry is not (yet) possible.
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Such statements are made because these supply chain actors view certification schemes as business
models and they often (mentally) separate those schemes focused on providing consumers with
information through labels from those more invisible to the consumers. Another example comes from
an interviewee comparing complete harmonization with having a monopoly, and similar to the computer
industry or a grocery chain, there should not be a monopoly within the industry. Respectful competition
between certification schemes is healthy and is perceived as beneficial, especially in terms of their
stringency, to the certification schemes. Furthermore, from the interviews it also becomes clear that as
long as there are voluntary standards and standards not involving hard regulation there is no place for
complete harmonization. The results also show several interviewees agree that the bulk of producers
needs to get certified before the sector is even close to full harmonization. Such statements were often
made by those involved in the more commercial side of the sector. However, among scholars, questions
are raised whether this minimum level of certification is able to significantly affect social- and
environmental issues in any way, shape or form and whether standards schemes should be promoted to
further sustainable development or act as private governance mechanism at all (Castka et al., 2016;
Hellberg, 2014; Mengistie et al., 2017). Then again, research also shows that assessment of the impact
of certification schemes in general is difficult (Gulbrandsen, 2005; Lamolle et al., 2019).
Fortunately, the results show that systems of meta-governance arrangements appear to have a
positive impact on aligning such statements made by scholars and supply chain actors. These different
and somewhat contrasting statements above resemble FSI’s strategy on some levels; while FSI did aim
for 90% certified flower production in 2020, the initiative does not seem to push for a minimum floor
necessarily as FSI focuses more on transparency of standards’ criteria and monitoring. On the other
hand, when aiming for such a large number of certified products, a minimum floor, or focussing on basic
standard criteria, does seem inevitable. In that case, it is difficult to conclude that FSI is that different
from BCI’s strategy.
4.1.3 The potential of increased harmonization, competition or a combination thereof
From the results it becomes clear that certification schemes are harmonizing in one way or
another and that they are becoming more complementary to one another. In other words, together with
the necessary competitive aspects, the harmonization movement is in full swing. The results show that
increased harmonization among actors in the Ethiopian-EU floriculture sector through an international
sustainability initiative/ meta-governance arrange offers great potential for increasing the effectiveness
of having sustainability standards as a policy tool in the Ethiopian floriculture sector. This section will
substantiate this statement and discuss the effectiveness of this movement in alleviating several
sustainability issues along the Ethiopian-EU supply chain by using the following indicators:
inclusiveness, individual/collective participation, system operation/goal orientation, stringency of
standards, internal governance and transparency.
In terms of transparency, inclusiveness, and individual/collective participation, increased
harmonization is likely to be effective and FSI will, especially, play an important role in this regard. For
example, the results show that increased transparency along the flower supply chain is one of FSI’s main
objectives. FSI aims at tracking certified products along the supply chain by using collective
participation; MPS has a credible record with their secured environmental records and digital overviews
of data and interviews indicate that FSI will include this in their pursuits (Int. 5, 8). Generally, multiple
scholars and stakeholders agree that the flower sector needs to embrace more data driven certification,
both environmentally and socially, and FSI is working hard towards implementing this in their approach.
Similarly, GLOBALG.A.P. announced to work more towards data driven certification as well
(GLOBALG.A.P., n.d.-b). Furthermore, when discussing inclusiveness, it is fair to conclude that both
FSI and the certification schemes separately put significant effort in involving a large range of actors in
their activities. For instance, EHPEA involves both flower growers and governmental actors for their
standard development process. EHPEA also plays an important part regarding individual/collective
participation as individual members are signed to EHPEA and become member of an export association,
which can be beneficial in terms of trading channels. FSI is not pursuing a standalone certification
scheme themselves, however, by uniting growers, traders, retailers, standards and governments and by
implementing projects, it is fair to say that this will positively affect the floriculture sector in terms of
collective participation. From this section, it becomes clear that these three indicators reinforce each
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other; a certification scheme or initiative in which a broad range of actors were involved its design will
likely implement some sort of collective participation and, in turn, result in increased transparency
because products can be better traced along the supply chain. Even though FSI plays an important part
in bringing actors together, it is difficult to conclude that a scenario without FSI or without increased
harmonization will not result in inclusiveness, collective participation and transparency as certification
schemes can implement this by themselves as well. Besides, only 11 interviews were held for this
research and it is likely that a better substantiated answer can be given when more interviews are held
with supply chain actors on FSI’s activities and impacts.
In terms of the stringency of standards, a scenario with increased competition is likely to be
more effective and here is why: First, the results showed that both supply chain actors and those involved
in harmonization initiatives (i.e. BCI and FSI) wish to increase the number of certified farmers. However,
scholars are concerned that to be able to promote such a large-scale increase in certified flower
production, the accuracy with which the standards are implemented are compromised. As a result, only
limited changes, in terms of sustainable production methods, might occur on ground (Riisgaard et al.,
2019). Second, there is a risk of harmonization initiatives being viewed as ‘greenwashing initiatives’
when producers are certified to produce sustainably when, in reality, they are not able to fulfil such high
demands of sustainable production (Riisgaard et al., 2019). Finally, the results show that competition
among certification schemes is likely to result in these schemes innovating and setting higher standards
in order for them to differentiate themselves. On the other hand, the results also show that a
harmonization initiative, such as the discontinued FFP, can set a benchmark that has stricter
requirements than a specific certification scheme has prior to the benchmarking process. As
benchmarking is one of FSI’s main activities, it is possible that this will lead to more stringent standards.
Besides, regardless of the direction we see the floriculture industry moving towards, certification
schemes may still try to differentiate themselves from other schemes to expand their own scope. To this
end, it is interesting to further discuss that the movement towards harmonization or competition may
not be an either/or movement, it may well be that, similar to the earlier mentioned complex ‘spaghetti
bowl’ of actors, the harmonization/competition movement moves in ways that is difficult to comprehend
and predict. Simply put, through a race to the bottom or a race to the top, certification schemes aim to
increase their market share. Lambin and Thorlakson (2018) find that standards with competing motives
either expand their scope, therefore increasing their overlap with other certification schemes, or focus
on a niche market to increase their efficiency and effectiveness of addressing certain environmental or
social issues, therefore becoming more complementary to one another. Such ventures undertaken by
certification schemes, results in them (unknowingly) harmonizing in different ways. Within this research,
we have seen results that GLOBALG.A.P.’s original scope from EU countries quickly expanded to nonEU countries as well, covering similar social and environmental topics in Ethiopia as RA. MPS, on the
other hand, has focused for a while now on monitoring and digital registration, which can be seen as
their trademark. This monitoring tool can then be seen as complimentary to, for example, Fairtrade
activities where the main focus is on providing a minimum price to producer groups. Without further
research, such comparisons may be seen as speculation, however, the research by Lambin and
Thorlakson (2018) does provide some food for thought regarding this topic.
As for the system operation/ goal orientation of certification schemes, the results show that this
can be compared to the theories of risk management standards versus product differentiation standards.
Risk management standards are comparable to standards focused on system operation while product
differentiation standards can be compared to goal orientation standards. Those certification schemes
with standards focused on product differentiation and goal orientation are expected to have more
positive environmental impact than those focused on a management system (Gulbrandsen, 2005;
Riisgaard, 2011). The results show that both these types exist in the researched floriculture industry. It
is, however, difficult to assess whether a scenario with increased harmonization compared to increased
competitiveness among certification schemes will enhance either of these types of schemes’
effectiveness of alleviating several sustainability issues along the value chain as there is no recent
evidence that says so. However, according to a (somewhat dated) research by (Riisgaard, 2009b), the
harmonization of flower standards has the potential to transform risk management standards in product
differentiation standards, which suggest that harmonization would benefit positive environmental
impact.
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Unfortunately, in terms of the internal governance of a multiplicity of certification schemes, the
research lacks results to discuss how the internal governance of specific sustainability initiatives
establishes and re-establishes rules for its participants and how it resolves conflicts. It is possible that a
sustainability initiative such as FSI does not even have an enforcement protocol as it is voluntary for a
certification scheme to be benchmarked against FSI’s basic social and environmental criteria. Therefore,
it makes more sense to refer to FSI’s ‘governance system’ as an ambition rather than an internal
governance scheme. In terms of the effectiveness of having such an ambition compared to an internal
governance, it is probably easier for a certification scheme that is benchmarked against FSI’s to not
comply to their criteria. But in the end, why would a sector front-runner (this is how FSI refers to its
members) not comply to these basis criteria as their main goal of producing and trading 90% sustainably
produced flower and plants is the same?
In conclusion, the sections above argued that while there are several indispensable aspects of
competition between certification schemes, due to benchmarking, mergers and movements in
comparable sectors and sustainability initiatives, a certain movement towards harmonization is
happening. FSI’s activities and intent suggest positive impacts on inclusiveness, individual/collective
participation, system operation/goal orientation, stringency of standards, and transparency. Therefore,
it would seem that FSI would be a positive asset when having a multitude of standards as a policy
instrument in Ethiopia. All of the interviewees agree that FSI will be a positive influence on the
floriculture industry, however, to fully contribute to the overall effectiveness of having a multitude of
standards as policy tool, there are a couple things that need to be taken into account. The interviewees
describe that FSI will need to focus more on consumer awareness, implement more projects on complex
themes (i.e. water scarcity, biodiversity and women’s rights), bring more retailers on board, provide
clear counsel on pesticide use and MRL and, possibly, provide a certain scale of sustainability and
improved support for the Ethiopian government through trainings and other activities. On that note it is
important to recognize that national contexts may not matter specifically to FSI as it is a global
floriculture sustainability initiative and their activities are not specifically tailored to Ethiopia’s
floriculture sector. Lamolle et al. (2019) substantiate this by discussing that there are many variations
in application, interpretation and effectiveness regarding benchmarks and this criticism basically means
that there is no perfect or ‘coveted’ certification system, nor can there ever be one. Similarly, there is no
single programme framework or policy solution that is beneficial to every flower producing country.
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4.2 Conclusions
This research set out to assess the effectiveness of having a multitude of sustainability standards
as a policy tool to govern the Ethiopian floriculture industry and to see whether either harmonization,
competition or a combination thereof can be seen as a promising approach to increase the effectiveness
of such a policy tool. While this study has been able to show that there are multiple sustainability issues
that the abundance of compliance-oriented certification schemes has not been able to solve throughout
the years, it is too early to demonstrate that increased harmonization through a sustainability initiative,
such as FSI, or increased competition would have significant positive impact on solving these
sustainability issues and, thus, improving the effectiveness of standards as a governance tool in the
Ethiopian floriculture industry. However, even if a scenario of increased competitiveness among
certification schemes was to play out, with an increased stringency of associated standards as a possible
result, the research does demonstrate that it is likely that FSI (or any other sustainability initiative with
a similar approach and set-up) will be a more positive force on improving sustainability along the
Ethiopian-EU floriculture supply chain. FSI’s benchmarking approach through its basket of standards
is likely to alleviate confusion issues among producers, consumers and governmental bodies alike.
Furthermore, when FSI’s basket of standards is further legitimized, retailers no longer need to demand
several certification schemes that are similar or overlapping in content, which helps producers deal with
high certification costs. Other challenges resulting from an abundance of standards include competing
and/or integrity issues of auditing companies and a possible race to the bottom in flower standards. Not
only FSI can help tackle such sustainability issues along the supply chain; other harmonization activities
undertaken by supply chain actors can help tackle these issues as well. The research suggests that
mergers between two or several large certification schemes, joint audits, common vocabulary or
benchmarking are likely to exercise similar results albeit it to a probably lesser extent as their scope
would be smaller than FSI’s.
While these activities sound promising, the research also indicates a need for increased
communication, collaboration and transparency amongst supply chain actors. Especially
communication towards consumers seems to be neglected in the floriculture sector due to a lack of
interest from the consumer side as flowers are perceived as a luxury non-food item. To this end,
increased transparency is important when consumers start to gain more interest in the flower supply
chain, which is expected to happen in the near future. Transparency is likely to improve as a result of
increased data driven certification, which seems to be an area of attention according to many as this will
help standards to be implemented in a sound and credible manner.
Going forward, this research demonstrates that the traditional compliance-oriented approach of
certification schemes and the resulted abundance in certification schemes has its limits to ensure
effective governance of a sector. Throughout time, certification schemes can continuously improve and
innovate in areas identified by science and the needs of the public- and private sector. Together with
harmonization initiatives such as FSI, we may well see that the abundance of third-generation
certification schemes reinvent themselves to offer greater relevance and convenience as a policy tool,
especially for a country with a government willing to invest in its floriculture sector. It is important to
recognize that differences between voluntary and regulatory systems still exist and that it is difficult to
completely replace a system with a harmonized regulatory framework often implemented by
governments. In case of the Ethiopian floriculture industry, more collaborative voluntary certification
schemes facilitated by initiatives such as FSI, with increased transparency and data-sharing, have the
potential to provide an important tool in the promotion of a more sustainable floriculture sector.
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4.3 Limitations and recommendations
4.3.1 Limitations
The research itself, while it has been able to show to some extent the effectiveness of
certification schemes as policy tool in Ethiopia, there are some limitations that cause only limited
answers to the research questions set out in the introduction. First, while a significant number of
interviews have been held, and while there were no major deviations (concerning most of the general
themes) between interview answers making the results more robust, conducting interviews as a social
science research method only provides a limited perspective on the issues. It is likely that stakeholders
will continuously alter their views on desirable outcomes, especially since such views often arise from
innovations in science. Then, the credibility and reliability of data sets may be affected.
Second, the research was conducted with several geographic and financial limitations, which
meant that most of the interviews were conducted through Skype or a telephone call and no actual fieldresearch was done in Ethiopia. Furthermore, because of the snowballing effect and easy communication,
a large number of interviews (approximately 55%) were held with Dutch stakeholders. As such, while
the study initially aimed at researching the Ethiopian-EU supply chain, the Dutch interviewees based a
lot of their opinions and information on The Netherlands as export destination rather than the EU as a
whole. Nevertheless, The Netherlands is a large distribution centre for plants and flowers, which means
that this information remains valuable for this research.
Third, while the researcher has worked independently and a broad range of stakeholders was
covered through the research, the risk of potential bias occurring throughout the results may still be
present. One possible solution would have been to conduct a wider stakeholder survey. However, while
this was considered, it was not applied for this research for two reasons:
1. Interviews are usually considered as a stressful method, both for the interviewer and for the
interviewee and they offer a low level of anonymity.
2. It would create a dataset too big for the scope of this research and time allocated to complete
the research.
4.3.2 Recommendations for future research
This research set out to assess the effectiveness of an abundance of certification schemes as a
policy tool on the Ethiopian flower sector and its effects on alleviating sustainability challenges in the
Ethiopian-EU flower chain. However, to be able to sketch a more detailed landscape of the Ethiopian
floriculture industry and generate potential future scenario’s several recommendations can be made:
1. Conduct a more in-depth research in how Ethiopian governmental environmental regulation
compares to rules set by certification schemes.
2. Conduct a longer-term field-study, at least 5 years from now, to assess changes FSI or other
similar harmonization initiatives will, or have, made on sustainability issues in the sector and
how that contributes to overall sustainability, collaboration and transparency in the sector.
3. The evolution of certification schemes in the floriculture sector compared to those in a sector
where certification schemes have existed for a longer period of time, such as the coffee industry.
Such a study would provide interesting information regarding the comparability of these sectors
as well as provide a way of predicting the effectiveness of certification schemes. Similarly,
comparing the environmental and social effects of a sustainability initiative, such as BCI,
compared to the effects FSI aims to generate would certainly provide some interesting results.
4. The effects of the RA-UTZ merger on the effectiveness of certification schemes as a regulating
instrument and/or the effects of the merger on alleviating sustainability issues in different
agricultural sectors in which RA/UTZ is active. It would be interesting to see whether the new
scheme proves to be a framework for change among standard setters.
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Appendix I – list of interviews
#

Type

Date

Means

1

Organization/ Company/
Association
FleuraMetz

Wholesaler

January 2019

Telephone

2

Royal FloraHolland

Auction

February 2019

Telephone

3

Royal FloraHolland

Auction

February 2019

Telephone

4

Florensis

Producer

February 2019

Skype

5

MPS

Certification scheme

January 2019

Telephone

6

AfriFlora

Producer

January 2019

Skype

7

Rainforest Alliance

Certification scheme

February 2019

Skype

8

Roskilde University

Researcher

January 2019

Skype

9

FSI

Sustainability initiative

February 2019

Skype

10

Addis Ababa University

Researcher

February 2019

Skype

11

EHPEA

Certification scheme/
producer’s association

February 2019

Skype
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Appendix IIa – interview questions Dutch supply chain actors
The interview questions have been adjusted according to the respondent’s’ expertise and/or his/her
place of work. The questions below were asked to #5.
1. Kunt u zichzelf voorstellen, uw organisatie en wat u daar doet?
2. Hoe is uw standaard tot stand gekomen?
a. Wat was/zijn de belangrijkste doelstellingen van uw standaard?
b. Waren er toen al standaarden op de markt die soortgelijke sociale en/of milieukwesties
dekten?
c. Dekte uw standaard eerst alleen sociale en/of milieukwesties en is de tweede er later
bijgekomen? Welke redenen waren daarvoor?
3. Hoe is volgens u een veelheid van standaarden, nationaal en globaal gezien, tot stand gekomen?
4. Bent u van mening dat er inhoudelijke overlap plaatsvindt tussen verschillende keurmerken/
standaarden?
a. Waaraan merkt u dat?
5. Heeft de grote hoeveelheid aan keurmerken invloed op uw bedrijf/organisatie? Zo ja, op welke
manier?
6. Heeft de grote hoeveelheid aan keurmerken invloed op producenten, consumenten,
groothandelaren en kleinhandelaren? Zo ja, op welke manier?
7. Op welke manier heeft het volgens u invloed op de directe verkoop van snijbloemen van
bijvoorbeeld producent naar supermarkt?
8. Kiest uw organisatie/bedrijf er wel of niet voor om rechtstreeks naar consumenten te
communiceren hoe een product is geproduceerd?
a. Zo ja, waarom en op welke manier?
b. Zo niet, waarom?
9. Denkt u dat er een verschil bestaat tussen de keurmerken die grootschalige Nederlandse
producenten bezitten en de keurmerken die kleinschalige Ethiopische producenten bezitten?
a. Waarom is dit zo?
b. Hoe verhoudt zich dit tot de directe verkoop van bloemen en verkoop via de Nederlandse
veilingen?
10. Denkt u dat keurmerken langzamerhand meer naar elkaar toe werken (dat een vorm van
harmonisatie plaatsvindt) of dat keurmerken zich steeds meer van elkaar proberen te
onderscheiden en dat een vorm van competitie plaatsvindt?
a. Waaraan herkent u dit (bijvoorbeeld; bijkomende mate van benchmarking met ICCgedragscodes, MPS criteria of GlobalGAP)?
b. Zou een complete harmonisatie mogelijk zijn? En zo ja, op welke manier?
c. Staat u hier positief tegenover en zou uw bedrijf hier eventueel van profiteren?
11. Bent u bekend met het Floriculture Sustainability Initiative (FSI)?
a. Is uw bedrijf/organisatie aangesloten bij FSI?
b. Op welke manier denkt u dat FSI wel of niet kan bijdragen aan verduurzaming van
internationale handel in bloemen en planten?
12. Hoe ziet u de toekomst van standaarden in de Ethiopische bloemenindustrie?
a. Blijft het bestaan, verandert het, komt er iets anders?
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b. Als u bekend bent met FSI; op welke manier zou FSI hier verandering in kunnen
brengen?
c. Ben u van mening dat het hebben van standaarden een effectief instrument is om de
sociale en milieuomstandigheden in de Ethiopische bloementeelt te verbeteren?

63

Appendix IIb – interview questions Dutch supply chain actors 2
The interview questions have been adjusted according to the respondent’s’ expertise and/or his/her
place of work. The questions below were asked to #1, 2, 3, 6.
1. Kunt u zichzelf voorstellen, uw bedrijf en wat u daar doet?
2. Welke keurmerken zijn nodig om via non-Europese wegen bloemen op de Nederlandse
veiling te krijgen?
3. Hoe is volgens u een veelheid van standaarden, nationaal en globaal gezien, tot stand
gekomen?
4. Bent u van mening dat overlap plaatsvindt tussen verschillende keurmerken/ standaarden?
a. Waaraan merkt u dat?
5. Op welke manier heeft de grote hoeveelheid aan keurmerken invloed op de Nederlandse
bloemenveilingen?
a. De bloemenhandel via veilingen wordt doorgaans gezien als een relatief minder
strikte manier van handel waarbij er minder rekening gehouden wordt met sociale- en
milieunormen (en dus standaarden). Bent u het hiermee eens?
b. Wordt door de jaren heen meer of minder rekening gehouden met keurmerken op
veilingen? Zo ja, hoe is dat gekomen?
6. Op welke manier denkt u dat de grote hoeveelheid aan keurmerken invloed heeft op
producenten, consumenten en kleinhandelaren?
7. Op welke manier heeft de grote hoeveelheid aan keurmerken volgens u invloed op de directe
verkoop van snijbloemen van bijvoorbeeld producent naar supermarkt?
8. Op welke manier verschilt de digitale verkoop van bloemen met de verkoop van bloemen via
veilingen wat betreft het bezit van keurmerken?
9. Denkt u dat keurmerken langzamerhand meer naar elkaar toe werken en dat een vorm van
harmonisatie plaatsvindt tussen zakelijke, multi-stakeholder of NGO consumenten labels en
internationale basecodes zoals de Internationale Code of Conduct for Cut Flowers (ICC) en
the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI)? Of denkt u dat keurmerken zich steeds meer van elkaar
proberen te onderscheiden en dat een vorm van competitie plaatsvindt?
a. Waaraan herkent u dit (bijvoorbeeld; bijkomende mate van benchmarking met ICCgedragscodes, MPS-criteria of GlobalGAP)?
b. Wat vindt u hiervan?
c. Op welke manier zou een complete harmonisatie mogelijk zijn? (how to harmonize
different agenda’s?)
d. Staat u hier positief tegenover en zou uw bedrijf hier eventueel van profiteren?
10. Bent u bekend met het Floriculture Sustainability Initiative (FSI)?
a. Is uw bedrijf/organisatie aangesloten bij FSI?
b. Op welke manier denkt u dat FSI wel of niet kan bijdragen aan verduurzaming van
internationale handel in bloemen en planten?
11. Hoe ziet u de toekomst van standaarden in de Ethiopische bloemenindustrie?
a. Blijft het bestaan, verandert het, komt er iets anders?
b. Als u bekend bent met FSI; op welke manier zou FSI hier verandering in kunnen
brengen?
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c. Ben u van mening dat het hebben van standaarden een effectief bestuursinstrument is
om de Ethiopische bloementeelt te besturen?
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Appendix IIc – interview questions international actors
The interview questions have been adjusted according to the respondent’s’ expertise and/or his/her
place of work. The questions below were asked to #7, 11.
1. Can you introduce yourself, your organization and the work you do?
2. How did your standard come about?
a. Were there already standards on the market that covered similar social and / or
environmental issues at that time?
b. Did your standard only cover social and/ or environmental issues first and did the second
one come later? What were the reasons for this?
3. What do you think the reasons are for the establishment of a multitude of standards on a national
and global level?
4. Do you think that there is an overlap between different standards/ certification schemes?
a. What do you notice?
5. How does the large number of standards affect your business?
6. In what way do you think that the large number of currently existing standards affect producers,
wholesalers, retailers and consumers?
7. How does the large number of standards influence the direct sale of cut flowers from, for example,
producer to supermarket?
8. How does your organization/ company choose whether or not to communicate directly to
consumers on how a product is produced?
9. Do you think there is a big difference between the labels that large-scale Dutch producers own and
the labels that small-scale Ethiopian producers possess and how is this related to the direct sales
“strand” and the Dutch auction “strand”?
a. Why is this so?
10. Do you think that standards/ certification schemes are gradually working towards each other (that
some type of harmonization occurs or is about to occur) or that standards/certification schemes are
increasingly trying to distinguish themselves from each other and that some type of competition is
rather taking place?
a. What do you recognize? (for example, an increased degree of benchmarking to base codes
with criteria on human rights, labour conditions and basic environmental criteria such as
ETI and ICC)
b. In what way would complete harmonization be possible, and would it be possible to
harmonize different social agendas?
c. Would complete harmonization be appealing to you and would your company profit from
this?
11. Are you familiar with the Floriculture Sustainability Initiative (FSI)?
a. Is your company affiliated with FSI?
b. In what way do you think FSI can or cannot contribute to increased sustainability in the
floriculture industry?
12. How do you see the future of standards in the Ethiopian flower industry?
a. Does it persist, does it change, does something else come?
b. If you are familiar with FSI; how could FSI change this?
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c. Do you believe that having standards is an effective governance tool for controlling the
Ethiopian floriculture industry?
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Appendix IId – interview questions sustainability initiatives
The interview questions have been adjusted according to the respondent’s’ expertise and/or his/her
place of work. The questions below were asked to #9.
1. Can you introduce yourself, your organization and the work you do there?
2. What do you think the reasons are for the establishment of a multitude of standards on a
national and global level?
3. Do you think that there is an overlap between different standards/ certification schemes?
a. What do you notice?
4. What is the role of FSI in relation to the abundance of standards in the floriculture industry?
5. In what way do you think that the large number of currently existing standards affect
producers, wholesalers, retailers and consumers?
6. How does the large number of standards influence the direct sale of cut flowers from, for
example, producer to supermarket?
7. Do you think that without FSI’s efforts to benchmark standards, standards/ certification
schemes are gradually working towards each other (that some type of harmonization occurs or
is about to occur) or that standards/certification schemes are increasingly trying to distinguish
themselves from each other and that some type of competition is rather taking place?
a. What do you recognize? (for example, an increased degree of benchmarking to base
codes with criteria on human rights, labour conditions and basic environmental
criteria such as ETI and ICC)
b. What do you think about this?
c. In what way would complete harmonization be possible without FSI, and would it be
possible to harmonize different social agendas?
d. Is complete harmonization of standards necessary to reach the goal of sustainably
traded flowers?
8. FSI is not the first initiative that aims at fair and sustainable trade of flowers through
benchmarking standards, Fair Flowers Fair Plants (FFP) tried to do this through one common
label. Why do you think that FFP failed to continue to do this?
a. Why would FSI succeed?
9. What are FSI’s plans for the future?
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Appendix IIe – interview questions sector experts
The interview questions have been adjusted according to the respondent’s’ expertise and/or his/her
place of work. The questions below were asked to #4, 8, 10.
1. Can you introduce yourself and explain how you are affiliated with the Ethiopian floriculture
industry?
2. What do you think the reasons are for the establishment of a multitude of standards on a national
and global level?
3. Do you think that there is an overlap between different standards/ certification schemes?
a. What do you notice?
4. In what way do you think that the large number of currently existing standards affect producers,
wholesalers, retailers and consumers?
5. How does the large number of standards influence the direct sale of cut flowers from, for example,
producer to supermarket?
6. Do you think that without FSI’s efforts to benchmark standards, standards/ certification schemes
are gradually working towards each other (that some type of harmonization occurs or is about to
occur) or that standards/certification schemes are increasingly trying to distinguish themselves
from each other and that some type of competition is rather taking place?
a. What do you recognize? (for example, an increased degree of benchmarking to base codes
with criteria on human rights, labour conditions and basic environmental criteria such as ETI
and ICC)
b. What do you think about this?
c. In what way would complete harmonization be possible without FSI, and would it be possible
to harmonize different social agendas?
d. Is complete harmonization of standards necessary to reach the goal of sustainably traded
flowers?
7. FSI is not the first initiative that aims at fair and sustainable trade of flowers through
benchmarking standards, Fair Flowers Fair Plants (FFP) tried to do this through one common
label.
a. Why do you think that has FFP failed to continue to harmonize standards through one common
label?
8. How do you see the future of standards in the Ethiopian flower industry?
a. Does it persist, does it change, does something else come?
b. If you are familiar with FSI; how could FSI change this?
c. Do you believe that having standards is an effective governance tool for controlling the
Ethiopian floriculture industry?
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