Break-out session: Sustainable Agriculture Metrics

[Hal Hamilton from Sustainable Food Lab welcomes everyone and asks each of us to think why we were motivated to participate during this session. Gord Kurbis from Pulse Canada (legumes: peas, chickpeas, beans, etc.) starts with a presentation. After that Chris Ansley, consultant to the food industry, facilitates a roundtable Q&A with different metrics initiatives.]

Pulse Canada Grain Council of Canada and Canadian Canola Council represent Canada’s world leading growers and exporters seek to find evidence based metrics. The question ‘which one of the metrics will be used’ lead these trade associations to commission Ansley’s study and white paper (also available on the SAI Platform website) on the measurement and harmonisation of sustainability in agriculture and the labelling implications for world markets. He based his study on interviews of different stakeholders. 

Based on his work in Honduras, social sustainability is perhaps the most urgent. According to Kurbis, the risks around ‘carbon’ and CO2eq affects everyone, ‘water’ is constant, needs to be redirected and is a local issue, and ‘soil conservation’ one can replenish soils with 5-10 years. The question is: how can we harmonise these risks and issues? Examples of harmonisation efforts are the following: GRI (Global Reporting Institute); Consumer Goods Forum; Water Footprint Network; ISO; WRI (World Resources Institute); open source LCA database; Sustainability Consortium (SC). Kurbis says that no stakes are mutually exclusive and at the same time there is no way everyone can get what they want. The brief answer is thus based on multi-stakeholder approach with a facilitator that must be seen as neutral. Pulse Canada has done a carbon footprint, a LCA study and looks at the carbon trading potential. Do we create an outcome or practice based metrics? An example of an outcome-based metrics would for instance be ‘resource use efficiency’, which is easier on an aggregate level than to do at a micro-scale. 

Q&A with different metrics initiatives and speakers:

Ansley asks everyone three questions:

1. What do you do now?

2. What are your views and experiences with harmonisation of metrics?

3. Where will you be in 10 years

Anneke Sipkens has a background with Sara Lee and Unilever and works for the NGO People for Earth (P4E) that offers a global sustainability standard to measure, improve and communicate and an index how you have performed on your consumer goods. This superstructure provides a language and offers 108 criteria to self-assess and to manage an information system at company, chain and farm level. P4E works together with LCA scientists and the Sustainability Consortium. There are two topics to realise convergence. The first, is accounting knowledge for better reporting. The second is the drive created by retailers, e.g. Mal*Mart as the number one customer, pushing for a harmonised approach which changed the drive for transparency on sustainability.

Cashion East from The Sustainability Consortium (SC) is supply chain focused that started with retailers (Wal*Mart, M&S, Ahold, BestBuy) and is only 8 months old. SC bridge academic and applied research and works closely with the University of Arkansas, the U of Arizona and U of Michigan to enhance the life cycle data analyses. SC uses LCA studies to validate, the latest advances of the Water Footprint Network, and social metrics and offers a process versus outcome based system. SC sees the challenges of simplified reporting and seeks to understand local/regional risks. SC identifies the basic things most research agree on, to create consistency among databases and to move forward and create visibility. 

Gary King from Heinz is engaged with developmental work, instructing, demonstrating adaptation. He believes that metrics is developed to evaluate and that record-keeping is possible and can be standardised in robust tools like the CoolFarmTool, recommended by the Sustainable Food Lab, which Heinz uses. Nevertheless, he is interested in holistic evaluation. In the developed world it is easier to apply quantified metrics than in the developing world where he was struck by the social components like safety of workers and farmers. The developing world requires a more holistic and a more teaching style approach rather than metrics. One needs to go in developing communities and get a whole, more qualitative, picture in order to set up systems of safe farming practices. We have to keep the questions present: why do we want these measurements; how to measure social sustainability and how do we apply them on diverse systems? He emphasises he is not concerned with the sustainable metrics, but with sustainable supply.

Kristin Komives is monitor manager for ISEAL Alliance, that is a voluntary umbrella organisation that works with members (like for instance the RFA (Rainforest Alliance)) and engages with businesses and governments. ISEAL engages in a continual learning process, to keep evolving (sensitive to stakeholder’s expectations changes), and to ask the questions: what does it mean to be a credible standard; what is going to be in this standard; what is credible; what is possible? ISEAL designs (is not finished) an impact code that will answer how to measure impact and that gives a broad definition of sustainability (including: economic dimension, resilience) and a verification code for members to comply with. ISEAL operates as a multi-stakeholder process to seek how one chooses indicators and how one collects information. There is a gap to be bridged between people/organisations with advanced information and starters. Perhaps a peer-reviewed journal might work.

Chris Ansley, having done the study and with a retail background, thinks that in 10 years the food industry will have a standard local area specific metrics. The retailers will push this and the SC and the Consumer Goods Forum will be the key players. In 20 years, buyers will have incredible power in communication to consumers about their stewardship on the sustainability journey.

[All participants of the session break into subgroups to discuss.]
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