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The purpose of this publication is to provide guidance on how to set up an effective organic 
certification programme that takes into account local conditions and conforms to IFOAM 
criteria and international norms. The purpose is also to ensure that certification bodies act as 
service providers to the public and support the development of organic agriculture. The focus 
of the guide is to assist newly established certification bodies. It may also be of value for already 
established certification bodies.

The background is the growing domestic and international trade in products from organic 
agriculture. This trade is largely based on certification. Still, more than 100 countries lack 
local service providers. IFOAM has accepted the challenge, first by developing the IFOAM 
Basic Standards, later by establishing the IFOAM Accreditation Programme, and increasingly 
by providing practical assistance, for instance publishing this handbook. Its first edition was 
published 1998 and was very much in demand. After eight years, it is time for a new edition. 
The new edition is more comprehensive and expands in particular on the business aspects of 
organic certification. It also contains the main parts of another IFOAM publication, the Guide 
to Compiling Documents for Organic Certification bodies, as well as earlier unpublished documents 
from Grolink AB.

Most of the well-known certifiers in the industrialized world began operation more than 20 
years ago. At that time the requirements were not very high. A new certification body could 
easily get “recognition” by publishing standards, registering a trademark, becoming a member 
of IFOAM, and making itself known. It would learn and improve over the years. Today, the 
situation is much more complex. The requirements are increasing due to internal development 
within the movement (as reflected in the IFOAM accreditation criteria), state and international 
regulations, and increased knowledge in the marketplace. This means that it is much more 
difficult to start up today. New certifiers should call upon experience from others and take 
international norms into consideration.

There is some resistance to certification from various groups. In the beginning of this guide, 
some of the arguments against certification are discussed. The intention of this guide, however, 
is not to resolve this conflict but to assist in the establishment of reputable certification bodies. 
Further, it can be argued that it would be more appropriate if organic producers sold their 
products as “normal”, and producers who use agrochemicals were required to declare that on 
their products and pay the costs for such a system. That discussion is also outside the scope of 
this guide.

In the guide we have put together information with the focus of setting up of certification bodies 
in developing countries. The guide does not describe the highest possible level of performance 

Introduction
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but rather a level that is considered to be achievable. It should be satisfactory for getting the 
recognition that is very much needed for a new organization.

Gunnar Rundgren, January 2007

participatory guarantee system



18

Contents

This second edition has been produced by Gunnar Rundgren with Ong Kung Wai compiling 
case studies and commenting on the whole work. Further comments and suggestions have been 
received from Diane Bowen and Eva Mattsson.

The previous edition was edited and written to a large extent by Gunnar Rundgren with 
contributions from Bo van Elzakker, Jim Riddle, Ong Kung Wai, and Roberto Ugas.

It also contains material (in the section in documentation and in part 6) from the Guide to 
Compiling Documentation for Organic certification bodies, published by IFOAM 2002 and compiled 
by Ken Commins with input from Krista Kennedy, Vitoon Panyakuul, Jorge Casale, Jochen 
Neuendorrf, Rochelle Bosche, Robert Simmons, and Virginia Zenteno.

Case studies have been written by Piyaphan Phinthuphan, Diana Callear , Laura Montenegro, 
Beate Huber, Marlene Heeb, Gergana Nentcheva, Yousef Ali Hamdi, Gunnar Rundgren, Xiao 
Xingji,  Leonard Mtama and Miles McEvoy

In addition, it contains sample documents developed by Grolink AB.

How to Read the Guide

The first part offers theoretical background on certification, regulations, norms, and accreditation. 
It also tries to place the function of certification in its proper context. Part 2 offers hands-on 
instructions and practical examples for the organization and technical work of a certification 
body. Part 3 contains business aspects. Case studies of certification bodies are described in part 
4. Part 5 contains resources that can be useful. Part 6 contains instructions for the development 
of the quality system documentation. Part 7 presents a number of sample documents. 

There are large boxes in the document with examples or additional discussion. There are also 
smaller boxes with questions. These can be typical things to discuss in a study group.

Terms Used

A list of acronyms and definitions appears at the beginning of the guide. Most of the terms 
are defined or explained when first introduced. It should be noted that the term certification 

The guide
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The guide

body refers to the organization performing certification. This body may sometimes be referred 
to as the certification organization, the certification agency, or the certifier. Certification programme is 
used for the service package of the certification body (in this case, the service of certification of 
organic production). One certification body may execute several certification programmes.

An important note:

There are often several ways to do one thing, and it is not always easy to say what is right and 

wrong or what is best, especially in an international context. The practical part of this guide tries 

to balance the need for clear instructions with the necessity to be open-minded about how things 

can be done.
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Building Trust in organic

1	 Terminology
1.1	 Acronyms and Abbreviations

BRC	 British Retail Consortium
GAP	 Good Agricultural Practice
HACCP	 Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points
IAF	 International Accreditation Forum
IFOAM	 International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements�

IOAS	 International Organic Accreditation Services, Inc.
ISO	 The International Organization of Standardization 
ISO 65	 ISO/IEC Guide 65: 1996(E); General requirement for bodies operating product-
	 certification systems. In the European standardization context it is called “EN 
	 45011”.
JAS	 Japanese agricultural standard
MLA	 multilateral agreement (between countries, or certification or accreditation  
	 bodies)
NOP	 National Organic Program (of the United States)
PGS	 participatory guarantee systems
USDA	 United States Department of Agriculture

1.2	 Glossary

The following terms are used in this guide (and in the organic sector):

accreditation: the procedure by which an authoritative body formally recognizes that a body or 
person is competent to carry out certain tasks 

approval: procedure by which a body (other than an accreditation body) gives formal recogniti-
on that a body or person is competent to carry out certain tasks, or that a product fulfils certain 
requirements

certification: a system by which the conformity of products, services, etc. to applicable stan-
dards is determined and confirmed

certification body: organization offering certification services. A certification body can be a 
limited company, a producers’ association or co-operative, or a government agency

conformity assessment: a general term for the demonstration that specified requirements re-
lating to a product, process, system, person, or body are fulfilled. A conformity assessment in-
cludes certification, accreditation, testing, and other methods

�	  A sector association with 750 member organizations in 108 countries.



21

EU regulation: Council Regulation (EEC) No. 2092/91, with amendments and additional regu-
lations

IFOAM norms: The IFOAM Basic Standards for production and the Accreditation Criteria for 
certification, which form the basis for IFOAM accreditation

IFOAM accreditation: Accreditation to the IFOAM norms of a certification body, the status of 
which is often referred to as “IFOAM-accredited”

inspection: a visit to a site to verify that the performance of an operation is in accordance with a 
particular set of production or processing standards. In other sectors of conformity assessment, 
this is often referred to as “auditing” (e.g., “environmental auditing”) or “assessment”

inspection body: normally, a body performing inspection services. In the context of this paper, 
inspection body is used synonymously with certification body because of the way the term is used 
in the EU regulation on organic farming

ISO 65 accreditation: accreditation (by an accreditation body) of a certification body for com-
pliance with the ISO 65. The status is often referred to as “ISO 65 accredited”

JAS certification: certification of producers to the JAS standards

JAS registration: the formal approval of certification bodies by MAFF

non-conformity: any situation or action that leads to the operator’s or production’s not fulfil-
ling in some way the standards or the requirements set by CB. Non-conformities can be classified 
and described by many terms, among them non-compliances, deficiencies, violations, transgressions, 
infringements, irregularities, fraud and deviation

NOP certification: certification of producers according to NOP production standards

NOP accreditation: accreditation of a certification body to the NOP requirements for certifica-
tion bodies by the USDA

operator is used in this guide for anyone who has some activities subject to certification, be it 
a farmer, a handler, or a processor. These are sometimes referred to as “licensees” (and in ISO 
language as the “supplier”)

quality system: documented procedures which are established, implemented, and periodi-
cally audited to ensure that production, handling, management, certification, accreditation,  
and other systems meet specified requirements and outcomes by following standardized  
protocols

recognition: used mostly in its common sense, if not linked to a specific expression such as 
mutual recognition
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third-country list: the list of the non-EU of countries that have been recognized as having an 
equivalent organic regulation as the EU, according to Article 11.6 of the EU regulation

Note: The terms IFOAM-accredited, NOP accredited and ISO 65 accredited are used throughout 
this report as abbreviated forms of the more complete phrasing, such as “Accredited by the USDA 
to the NOP”. This kind of use is widespread not only in the organic sector but also in other sec-
tors. E.g., “ISO 9001 certified”
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This section gives an overview about inspection, certification, standards, 
and accreditation, both in general and in the organic sector. It is  
recommended that this section be read thoroughly and used as a reference  
when reading the later sections.

2	 What Is Certification? 
2.1	 Introduction and Definition

Certification is a system by which the conformity of products, services, etc. to applicable stan-
dards is determined and confirmed. This confirmation can be done any of the following: 

the first party

the second party

a third party

the supplier (producer)

the customer (buyer)

an independent body

Certification in organic agriculture generally refers to third-party certification. The independent 
body in this case is expected to be neutral or have a balance of interests (as opposed to a body 
controlled by one of any interested parties). In this guide, the term certification is used only for 
third-party certification.

Certification is not unique to organic agriculture. Many things are certified: products, quality 
systems, services, people, and production methods, to mention the more important categories. 
What is common to all is that they are based on a norm or standard (such as ISO 1992) against 
which the certified products or service are assessed (evaluated, tested, audited).

Certification of organic agriculture includes the certification of products and the certification of 
quality systems. It is primarily certification of a production system or a production method, in-
cluding the products thereof. The term organic, as in organic agriculture or organic products, refers 
to certain farming and processing methods or products from such systems. The organic quality 
cannot be verified through product testing. In some cases, product testing can be used to detect 
non-conformity. Certification of organic agriculture uses concepts developed both in product 
certification and quality systems certification in addition to concepts developed from the field to 
meet the unique needs of the organic industry.

Part 1: Organic Certification Concepts
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2.2	 The Certification Mark

Certification is often associated in the marketplace and among the public by a mark or symbol.� 
It is an effective way of informing the consumer that the production and/or the products are 
certified. Normally it is the ability to use the mark that the operator is seeking. Not all promi-
nent organic marks, however, are certification marks. Technically speaking, marks are only certifi
cation marks when they represent the certification decision. For example, the Soil Association 
mark represents products certified by the Soil Association according to the Soil Association’s 
standards. Some prominent organic marks are not certification marks (e.g., the German  “Bio”). 
It is the German government’s national mark to identify organic products. Operators have to be 
certified to the EU regulation to be able to use the Bio mark. The certification can be by any of 
the numerous recognized certification bodies in the EU.

It is the producer who labels the product with the mark, and it is the producer who is continuo-
usly responsible for how the mark is used. “The mark is not a form of conformance guarantee 
by the certification body, but rather by the product supplier” (ISO 1992). The ability of the cer-
tification body to monitor the proper use of the mark is limited. Non-conformities are normally 
discovered after the damage has been done: i.e., after the products have been sold.

2.3	 Certification and Regulation

Regulations are normally mandatory, whilst certification, unless required by regulation, is nor-
mally voluntary. Most regulations are controlled or inspected by governmental authorities with 
the purpose of disclosing violations and taking legal action against offenders. The activities of a 
certification programme are directed to ensure that certain requirements are met. Certification 
is basically a positive statement about operators, complying to set standards. State control aims 
at identifying those who don’t follow the rules.

Governments are increasingly referring to certification for the regulation of various activities. 
Examples include machinery, household goods, and shipping classifications. Governments have 
been requiring certification by independent certification bodies to verify compliance with natio-
nal or international standards. Some certification institutions are also government bodies.

2.4	 Basic Principles for a Certification System 

There are fundamental principles on which a certification body should be based. They are further 
developed in standards for certification bodies such as the ISO Guide 65 and the IFOAM accre-
ditation criteria. These norms mainly address principles that affect the reliability and credibility 
of a certification body and not principles that relate to efficiency, client service, and general busi-
ness operations.

�	  In this guide, certification mark is used to describe the logo or symbol that indicates that the product is certified.


